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Editor's 
letter 


hichén Itzá wasn't on my radar when | 

visited the Yucatán Peninsula as a sun- 

seeking student. But posters plastered 
around my all-inclusive resort promoting bus 
trips to the ancient Maya site piqued my 
curiosity. This was before its New Seven 
Wonders of the World title, but even then it 
was triumphantly touted as a 'bucket list 
destination’. And when | first saw its sublime 
step pyramids rising to nearly 100ft, | realised 
thatthis place makes its way into round-ups 
for a reason: it really is one ofthe most 
amazing places in the world. 

We've curated our own list ofthe Top 20 
Trips of a Lifetime — big hitters that should be 
on your jetsetting horizon. Chichén Itzá (p.9) 
certainly ticks all our boxes, butthe pins on 
our map also span all seven continents. 

We've whittled our list down to the places 
really promising knock-out itineraries — sites 
known for feats of engineering such as Machu 
Picchu; epic adventures like drivingthe Great 
Ocean Road; activities including rafting the 
Zambezi; or experiencing a slice of uniquely 
preserved culture in Bhutan — a country that 
only opened to visitors in 1974. Now all you 
have to do is decide where to go first. 


STEPHANIE CAVAGNARO, EDITOR 


м @stacava 
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In 2014, | moved to the Yellowstone area of Montana, USA for two 
months to do a story on bison. | still haven’t left. | took this image 
in spring, when these majestic animals move along the Madison 
River into the Hebgen Basin of West Yellowstone and feast on 

rich grasses. They give birth on the edge of lodgepole pine forests 
amongst a lattice of red willow branches that are preparing to bud 
after a long winter. It’s estimated that there were up to 60 million 
roaming the plains before European settlement; there are just 
5,000 left — a sobering thought when you see these shaggy-haired 
creatures in the wild. MICHELLE MCCARRON // PHOTOGRAPHER 


L3 michellemccarron.com 
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above Mexico's Yucatán Peninsula — including the famed icon 
Chichén Itza. WORDS: Amelia Duggan 


CHICHENITZA 
The bloodthirsty rites, rich cosmologies and towering 
edifices of the once mighty Maya civilisation are the 
stuff of legend. There’s the sensational, sacrificial 
Platform of the Skulls, with its blood-curdling friezes 
of warring cadavers and stacked heads. Adjacent is 
the largest ballcourt in Mesoamerica, where carvings 
illustrate the grim fate of the losing team. 

But other structures attest to the Maya rulers’ 
sensitive side: their love of art and knowledge of the 
heavens. Nowhere is this better demonstrated than El 
Castillo, a 98ft stepped pyramid dedicated to the 
feathered serpent god Kukulcan. Its proportions 
echo the Maya calendar, and around the 
spring and autumn equinoxes, a shadow 
ripples down the north steps like 
the body of a serpent, to meet 
a huge, carved snake’s head. 
Goosebumps guaranteed. 


— 
"mg M 


EK' BALAM 

This citadelis decorated 
with intricate, symbol- 
laden friezes moulded 

in stucco. In the past 

two decades, more than 
40 buildings have been 
reclaimed from the jungle, 
including a pyramid 
housingthe tomb of 
ninth-century ruler Ukit 
Кап Le’k Tok’. But perhaps 
the most remarkable are 
roads paved with white 
stone to reflect moonlight. 


UXMAL 

As well as its nightly 
sound and light show, 
don’t miss the well- 
preserved carvings on the 
Pyramid of the Magician, 
Nunnery Quadrangle and 
the Governor's Palace. 
While Uxmal receives 
little traffic, quieter still 
are the nearby towns Sayil, 
Labna and Kabah; early 
birds are likely to have 
these ruins to themselves. 


COBÁ 

Clamber up the 130 steps 
of Nohoch Mul, one of the 
tallest pyramids in the 
region, for a superb view 
over the forest canopy. 
Cobá's ruins and stelae 
(freestanding carvings 

of gods and rulers) are 
scattered over several 
miles, best explored by 
pedicab. As you leave, look 
out for crocodiles on the 
shores of Cobá's lagoons. 


CALAKMUL 

One ofthe trickiest sites 
to reach, but arguably the 
most atmospheric. Of the 
city's two pyramids, one 
is the tallest in Mexico. 
It's a great place to get а 
feel for Maya royalty, too: 
over 100 stelae depict 
rulers and their wives. 

At night, string up a 
hammock at Yaax'Che 
Camping, inside the 
reserve. visitmexico.com 
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9 Great Ocean Roa 


Take to the tarmac — a road trip along this scenic coastal route 
means experiencing Oz at its wildest. WORDS: David Whitley 


It's notthe bunkers you have to look 
out for on the Anglesea Golf Course. 
Locallegend has it that a perplexed 
golfer once hit a tee shot that landed 
in a kangaroo's pouch, before the roo 
hopped off into the rough. Arriving at 
Anglesea, this becomes immediately 
plausible. The driving range is 
absolutely teeming with the beasts, 


and they seem thoroughly ambivalent. 


This marvellously Australian 
scene is a fitting first stop fora 
classic Australian road trip: the Great 
Ocean Road, which stretches west of 
Melbourne, throwing in much of what 
is great about Oz on the way. First 
come the beach towns. Lorne and 
Apollo Bay are pretty, and they know 
it. The character is part wholesome 
family and part bohemian jewellery 
designer that has decided to leave the 
big city and head for the coast. 

The backdrop to these towns, 
though, is lush, relatively untamed 
eucalyptus forest laced with walking 
trails. What starts out as a hike to one 
ofthe many waterfalls hidden inside 


thanks to birdsong, the whiff ofthe oil 
from the gum leaves in the air and noises 
of scurrying creatures in the scrub. 

The last leg of the Great Ocean Road 
is wild in a different way. The postcard- 
friendly rock formations — Twelve 
Apostles, Loch Ard Gorge, London 
Bridge — are reeled out, as the Southern 
Ocean gives them a brutal pounding. 
But it's what's in the water that's truly 
spellbinding. From the clifftops at 
Warrnambool, the traditional if not 
physical end ofthe Great Ocean Road, 
a grey lump emerges from the ocean 
swells. It's a southern right whale, on her 
migratory route towards Antarctica. She 
shoots through her blowhole; a salute 
from Australia's natural wonders towards 
those who have come to see them. 


HOW TO DOIT 


ANZCRO has a five-day Great Ocean Road 
Loop self-drive tour from £486 per person, 


including car hire and four nights' boutique 


accommodation en route. anzcro.co.uk 


THE 
HIGHLIGHTS 


BELLS BEACH 


This is the high temple 


of the Australian surf 
scene, as namechecked 


in Point Break, and 
plays host to the 


Rip Curl Pro surf 


competition every 
Easter weekend. 


THE TWELVE APOSTLES 
The most famous of 
the Great Ocean Road 
rock formations are 
the poster child for the 
region, even though 


only eight remain. 


Show up around sunset, 
when dozens of 


Little Penguins scurry 
along the beach on 
their way home from a 
hard day's fishing. 


TOWER HILL RESERVE 


Outside Warrnambool, 


this nature reserve 


sprawls over the bowl of 


a volcanic caldera. Roos 


and koalas can be found 


here, but you've also 
got a chance of spotting 
spiny echidnas. The 


em 


The Twelve Apostles 
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ISPENT ABOUT FOUR OR FIVE MONTHS TRAINING 
FOR THE SIX-DAY TREK. I already considered 
myself fairly active, but I became the fittest 
I’ve ever been, spending hours each week 
cycling, walking and doing cardio- and 
strength-focused gym workouts. I also visited 
a specialist centre to train in a low-oxygen 
room, to simulate being at high altitude. 


THE FIRST FEW DAYS OF THE CLIMB FOLLOWED 
ASIMILAR PATTERN: an early start, then a few 
hours of hiking before arriving at our next 
camp. We'd be overtaken by porters, who'd set 
up camp ahead of us, so on arrival we could 
rest and fuel up before an acclimatisation 
walk in preparation for the next day's ascent. 


KILIMANJARO HAD BEEN CRYING OUT TO 
MEFOR YEARS; that image ofthe mountain 
poking up through the clouds really appealed, 
so I decided to go for it, both as a personal 
challenge and to raise money for charity. 


SUMMIT NIGHT WAS LIKE NOTHING ГУЕ EVER 
EXPERIENCED. Most ofthe hiking up until 
then had been long but not steep, whereas this 
time we were ascending more than 3,000ft in 
seven hours — a huge distance, considering 
the mountain is just shy of 20,000ft high. We 
were sent to our tents at around 5pm to sleep, 
and set off at midnight. We all felt incredibly 


nauseous, exhausted and breathless, and at 
one point I couldn't walk more than a few feet 
before needing to catch my breath. 


THOSESEVEN HOURS OF SCRAMBLING THROUGH 
THENIGHT SUDDENLY BECAME COMPLETELY 
WORTHIT. The sun rose on the final approach 
to Uhuru Peak, Kilimanjaro's highest point. 
The ground is blissfully flat — it's a volcanic 
crater rim. Glaciers and clouds lay beneath us 
as we walked towards ‘that sign’, which told us 
we'd reached 19,341ft. All six of us burst into 
tears, hugging each other and our guides. 


AS WELL AS THE OLD CLICHE OF ‘YOU CAN DO 
ANYTHING YOU PUT YOUR MIND TO’, I learnt that 
even extensive research and training doesn’t 
prepare you for the reality of Kilimanjaro. In 
some ways it was harder than Га expected 

— but it was also so much better. A lot depends 
on the people you meet along the way, and 

I couldn't have asked for a better group of 
strangers to share the experience with. 


HOW TODOIT 


INTREPID TRAVEL has an eight-day Kilimanjaro Rongai 
Route starting at £2,280, all inclusive, excluding flights. 
Airlines offering flights to Kilimanjaro include Kenya 
Airways, KLM and Qatar Airways. intrepidtravel.com 
kenya-airways.com klm.com qatarairways.com 


TIPS FOR 
FIRST-TIME 
CLIMBERS 


Baby wipes? Sweets? 


Essential. Clean socks 
each day? Forget it. 


Wear new boots while 
training to reduce the 
risk of blisters. And 
carry them on the 
plane in case your hold 
bag goes missing. 


Bring cards and a book 
— there are several 
hours each day when 

you aren't doing much. 


They do an incredible 

job, so tip generously 

at the end, and donate 
unwanted gear. 
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With a landscape packed with volcanoes, glaciers, lava fields and hot 
springs, Iceland is a paradise for nature nuts — and these activities 
fit the outdoorsy bill. woRDs: David Whitley 


» Snorkelling in Silfra 
j ‘ABOVE: Northern Lights 
at ‘Mount Kirkjufell 
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DESCEND INTO A VOLCANO 

The hike across the stark, mossy lava fields of the 
Reykjanes Peninsula is just the start of it. Once 

you're finally at the top of Príhnükagígur, the only 
way is down — straight down. Descend 400ft into 

the volcano's magma chamber in a lift that looks 
suspiciously like the ones window cleaners use when 
they're polishing skyscrapers. Inside, the volcano is 

a hollowed-out vision of colour and enormity. Ash on 
the walls crumbles under a finger's touch and droplets 
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of water dribble down the rock. Awe-inspiring is 
perhaps an overused term, but here it's appropriate. 
This is a place that makes you feel very, very small. 


insidethevolcano.com 


GOWHALE& 
PUFFIN WATCHING 
Whales can be seen 
inthe waters around 
= most of Iceland’s 
coastline, but 
Hüsavík is regarded as 
the hotspot. Minkes 
have been joined 
in recent years by 
humpbacks, and that 
variety is mirrored by 
tour operators' options. 
North Sailing offers a whale- 
watching tour on a traditional 
sailing ship. There's also one that 
mixes things up by going to see 
dolphins and puffins as 
well. northsailing.is 


SEETHENORTHERN 
LIGHTS ON ASNOWCAT 
During the winter, 

the odds of seeing the 
Northern Lights are pretty 
good. Arctic Freeride 
offers tours in its Pisten 
Bully Park 300 Snowcat, 
which can carry up to 28 
people, that head up the 
Mulakolla mountain to 
the north of Akureyri. 

In the day, that means 
spectacular views out 
over fjords and islands 
but at night, it means 
near-Arctic conditions for 
the world's greatest light 
show. arcticfreeride.com 


This gap betweerrtwo Continental plates has filled 
with water that's madeits way down from the 
Langjökull glacier; Oneeyou'te in the watef — it's 
only a smidge above freezing > you don't'care 
how cold it is. There are no fish andino coral, but 
the visibility is extraordinary —ever-deeper blues 
unfold below while the chunky basalt rocks create 
a crystal-clear canyon on either side. dive.is 
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ICELAND 


CONQUERTHE 

ICEBERG LAKE 

“We're on our way to the 
most beautiful iceberg 

in the world,” says the 
Zodiac boat driver. Well, 
this week's — they don't 
last long after breaking off 
the Breióamerkurjókull 
glacier, which makes every 
outing on the iceberg- 
packed Jókulsárlón lake 
different. Some bergs are 
tall and mighty, others are 
blue. And sailing up close 
to the glacier wallis really 
special. icelagoon.is 


CLAMBER THROUGH 
ALAVA TUNNEL 
Víðgelmir is no ordinary 
cave — it was cut out 

by lava flows after an 
eruption, leading to walls 
that look like weirdly 
smooth melting chocolate. 
Big chunks of rock on 

the floor ofthe mile-long 
cave are where the lava 
cooled and cracked. And, 
astonishingly, more than 
1,000 years since the 
eruption, the tunnel walls 
are still cooling. Heading 
inside provides an eye- 
opening lesson on how 
volcanoes work. thecave.is 


'SWIM THEBLUELAGOON 
Geothermal power plants 
have rarely been so cool. 
The water processed by 
the Svartsengi Power 
Station has turned into 

an eerie man-made lake 
that's a milky blue colour. 
Each year, around 700,000 
people visit the Blue 
Lagoon to splash in the 
thermally heated waters 
and watch the vapour 

rise from the surface. 

It's 37-39C in there, the 
minerals supposedly have 
healing properties and it 
all feels brilliantly silly. 
bluelagoon.com 


If it's fords you want, then paddling along them in 
a kayak gives a duck's eye view. Borea Adventures 
runs day-long kayaking tours along the length of 
Seyðisfjörður fjord, around the Folafótur peninsula 
and into Hestfjóróur fjord. Look out for seals, 
dolphins and lots of seabirds. boreaadventures.com 
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Vidgelmir is no ordinary cave 
— it was cut out by lava flows 
after an eruption, leading to 
walls that look like weirdly 
smooth melting chocolate 


FROM TOP: Sunset over 
Jökulsárlón Glacier lagoon; 
sea kayaking near Grunnavik, 
Jökulfirðir, Westfjords 


ENTER А GLACIER 

It should be the colours 

— the ice is backlit in 
blues and pinks, with a 
wedding chapel carved out 
of it — but it's not; it's the 
sounds of gurgling pipes 
that's most memorable in 
Langjókull glacier. Getting 
there involves bouncing 
alongthe ice in a giant 
monster truck, until a 
little hatch leads to the 
man-made tunnels dug 
into the ice. This is igloo- 
making on an epic scale; a 
fantasy ice palace carved 
inone ofthe planet's most 
treacherous locations. 
intotheglacier.is O 


HOW ТО DOIT 


DISCOVER THEWORLD 

offers a seven-night, 

self-drive trip from £892 per 
person, including four-star 
accommodation, car rental and 
pre-programmed iPads. Add 
snorkelling on Silfra for £130, 
Into the Glacier access for £150 
and a Jókulsárlón visit for £74. 
discover-the-world.co.uk 
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О Antarctica 


Head to Earth's southernmost continent to kayak across а 
wonderland of ice and snow — it's achilling reminder of our 
place on land. worDs: Shaney Hudson 


There are no guarantees in Antarctica: what 
you see, where you go and what you do is 
dictated by the ice, the weather and pure luck. 
For us, this meant there was just one afternoon 
to try sea kayaking. There's something about 
experiencing the ocean that only paddling can 
offer. The bow of our ship just seems too high; 
the Zodiacs too fast and practical. Paddling 

by hand offers an intimacy with the water, a 
chance to humble yourself to the wilderness. 

Launching from our ship National 
Geographic Explorer, we circumnavigate an 
iceberg bigger than our vessel, the meltwater 
dripping like a curtain. We get close, but not 
too close; it could still roll and crush us. As 
with all things here, its beauty is balanced by 
treachery, and the danger is very real. 

Inthe distance, a flock of penguins porpoise 
and pop like spinning wheels, disinterested in 
our presence in their waters. After a few strokes 
we glide still with the tide, the sweep of silence 
only broken by the boom of an avalanche on 
an unseen ridge, and the occasional crack of a 
glacier calving in the distance. 


The quiet is hypnotic. The gale that sent 
us scurrying south has cleared the bay of ice. 
Only a scattering of beached growlers dot the 
surface, the small icebergs sculpted by the 
tide and wind, their undersides tinged in the 
slight pink decay of rotting ice. With no wind, 
the ocean is like a mirror. Above the waterline 
vibrant shades of black, white, grey and blue 
compete for photographic glory. Beneath us 
orange tendrils of seaweed and deep lush green 
seagrass gently sway, crustaceans skedaddle 
across silver shells that refract sunlight, and 
translucent krill swim above bleached white 
bones settled long ago into an aquatic grave. 

I can't resist. Balancing my paddle across 
my legs and removing my glove, I trail my 
fingertips along the surface. I shiver. The 
temperature in polar waters around these parts 
hovers at around one degree: enough to give 
you thermal shock and potentially kill you 
if you happen to fall overboard. Luckily, my 
fingers only flush crimson red from the cold, a 
gentle reminder of my place above the water in 
the kaleidoscopic world of the Antarctic. 


HOW TO DOIT 


LINDBLAD EXPEDITIONS 
offers cruises including flights 


from Buenos Aries or Santiago 
from USD$13,760 (£9,830). 
British Airways flies from 
Heathrow to Buenos Aries, and 
the Antarctica Peninsula can 
be visited during the summer 
season (November to March), 
and involves a two-day ocean 
crossing from Ushuaia in South 
America. ba.com 
expeditions.com 
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"He cut off the hands of all the 
architects so the building could 
never be replicated or rivalled,” a chai 
wallah tells me in Delhi, handing me 
asteaming cup oftea. He chops at one 
wrist with his other hand to illustrate 
his point. Behind me in the queue, 

a woman tuts audibly. “Don’t listen 

to him,” she says conspiratorially, 
drawing closer. "That's nonsense. He 
gouged out their eyes!" The debate 
slips into animated Hindi and I creep 
back to my auto-rickshaw. But my 
route onwards from India's capital to 
Agra is paved with more sensational 
stories. Strangers' ears prick up 

when I mention my destination. 

Over 350 years have passed since 
Mughal emperor Shah Jahan built a 
mausoleum for his beloved wife. But 
when it comes to the Taj Mahal, the 
rumour mill is still grinding. 


Taj Mahal 


“You can discard those stories,” says 
my guide, Nishant, when he picks me 
up in Agra. “He just kept the designers’ 
names out of the official records, but the 
violence does make for a good tale.” 

Nishant has promised to sift through 
the legends and dish out the facts. But 
he looks pained when I suggest that the 
romantic story behind the Taj Mahal’s 
construction is just another exaggerated 
tale. A battle between indignation and 
politeness plays out across his features. 
“It’s the greatest love story in the world. 
Madam, I don’t think you'll feel so 
cynical when we get there. Only love 
could have built such a place.” 

When we arrive at the security 
check on the monument's outskirts, 
macaques almost outnumber staff. They 
charge across the tin roofs, making a 
noise that sounds like thunder. They’re 
hoping to be fed the food confiscated 


from tourists’ bags (“Free continental 
breakfast!” Nishant jokes). We take our 
time approaching the sandstone Chowk- 
i-Jilo Khana gatehouse, pretty enough in 
itself to be the main event. But my mind 
is elsewhere. I’ve grown up with images 
of the Taj Mahal — it’s the symbol of 
India, a byword for the glorious vestiges 
and exotic beauty of the subcontinent. 
Will it feel familiar? Humdrum, even? 

“Ready?” Nishant asks. 

Framed in the dim, rust-red, arched 
gateway is an otherworldly vision. White 
minarets, balconies, onion domes and 
golden finials sing to each other against 
a pale sky. I move forward into the light. 
Verdant lawns and dark poplars are 
divided by turquoise water channels and 
glassy pools. “This garden is a British 
design,” Nishant says, with a note of 
apology in his voice. After the decline 
of the Mughals, the Taj was looted and 
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TAJ TIPS 
BEGUIDED 


Visitors are not permitted 
to enter with guidebooks 
or food — although 

water is included in 

the ticket price of Rs. 
1000 (£11.15). Unless 

you hold a degree in 
Mughal architecture and 
history, it's well worth 
arranging your visit with a 
knowledgeable guide. 


TIMINGIS. 
EVERYTHING. 

The Taj Mahal is open 
sunrise to sunset 
everyday except Friday. 
Of the three gates, the 
queues are shortest at 
the south entrance. If 
your visit coincides with 
the full moon — or falls 
within two days either 
side — it's possible to 
admire the lustrous 
monument by night, 
between 8pm and 
midnight. Entry is capped 
at 400 people so buy 
tickets the day before. 


The ticket gives 
discounted entry to other 
sights on the same day, 
including the nearby Red 
Fort and Fatehpur Sikri, 
28 miles south west of 
the city. Both red-stone 
palaces were built by 
Shah Jahan's grandfather, 
16th-century Mughal ruler 
Akbar the Great. Akbar 
was notorious for his 
zenana (harem) of 5,000 
women amassed from the 
far corners of Asia — and 
the sprawling palaces 
bear the hallmarks of the 
sultan's erotic tastes. 


Can't get enough of the 
Taj? The tangle of budget 
accommodation and 
eateries of Taj Ganj — the 
neighbourhood clustered 
around the monument 

— offers excellent 
rooftop views of the 

Taj. Or head to Metab 
Bagh gardens to view 

the Taj from across the 
Yamuna River. 


fell into a bad state, until 
Lord Curzon restored it 
inthe early 1900s. "But 
chroniclers of Shah 
Jahan’s reign described 
the original charbarg as 

a shady orchard of fruit 
trees and roses — just like 
the Qur’an’s descriptions 
of paradise." 

We sit on an ornate 
marble bench and watch as 
the sun's rays creep across 
the Taj's pearlescent 
facades, transforming the 
building from soft pink to 
a dazzling ivory. “This is 
your Diana's bench, by the 
way," Nishant whispers, 
breaking our silence. 
"Most people assume the 
princess took the famous 
picture on the one over 
there." We look smugly at 
the tourists lining up to 
have their photo taken on 
the other side ofthe dais. 

"Go on then. Let's hear 
this love story,” I say. 
Nishant rubs his palms 
together and begins. 


= 


1653 


The Taj Mahal is completed 
22 years after the death of 
Mumtaz Mahal 


20,000 


Labourers and craftsmen were 
involved in the construction 


1,000 


Elephants were used to transport 
materials from across Asia 


180 


Height of the central dome in feet, 


crowned by a 5óft-high spire 


1986 


Year it was recognised by UNESCO 


as a World Heritage Site 


8 


Million people visit annually 


3 


Levels of tombs. The royal couple 
are actually interred at ground 
level in a sealed chamber 


TAJ MAHAL 


to a man’s towering, 
inconsolable grief. 

Inside the Taj Mahal, 
daylight filters through 
lofty lattice windows 
onto two rectangular 
cenotaphs: Mumtaz in the 
centre and Shah Jahan 
beside her. The tombs are 
encircled by an exquisite 
marble jaali screen inlaid 
with floral pietra dura 
mosaics in semi-precious 
stones. Nishant singles 
out a small poppy motif: 
64 tiny pieces of carved 
carnelian make up the 
design, he whispers. 

We pass out onto the 
north side of the platform 
upon which the Taj 
stands. “It’s the pinnacle 
of Mughal architecture!” 
Nishant rhapsodises 
loudly, gesticulating up 
at the great iwan doorway 
we’ve exited through, with 
its delicate relief carvings 
and Quranic verse 
praising Paradise. “Shah 
Jahan threw his empire 


It was love at first 
sight, he tells me. The 
future Mughal emperor and the 
Persian princess Arjumand Bann 
Begum were betrothed as teenagers. 

He had other wives, but sired only one 
child with each. With Mumtaz Mahal 

— a nickname meaning ‘jewel of the 
palace’ — he had 14 children over 19 
years of marriage. At her insistence, 

he commuted death sentences and 
pardoned enemies. Court writers spoke 
of her beauty and wisdom. And when 
her husband went to war, she went with 
him. It was in the Deccan Plateau, where 
he was fighting a campaign, that she 
died in childbirth. His hair turned grey 
overnight. He didn’t even wear jewellery 
or perfume for two years. 

Nishant looks over to check I've taken 
the story seriously. I have. Iremember 
the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore 
described the Taj as ‘a teardrop on 
the cheek of eternity’. This isn't just a 
monument built by love; it’s a monument 


CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: The Taj Mahal's ornate 
archways; Muslims offer prayer inside; collecting 
water along the nearby Yamuna River 


into famine just to feed 

the 20,000 construction 
workers. A thousand elephants carried 
the marble from Rajasthan! Precious 
stones were brought from Russia, China, 
Afghanistan, from the Indian Ocean. 
Such a feat will never be seen again." 

Before the heat ofthe day forces us 

to retreat through the leafy lanes ofthe 
charbarg, I take a final, lingering look at 
the Taj. In the end, its vast expense cost 
Shah Jajan his throne, Nishant tells me. 
Shortly after its completion, the emperor 
was replaced by his son, Aurangzeb. He 
saw out his final days under house arrest 
in Agra's Red Fort, sitting on his balcony 
from dawn to dusk, his eyes locked on 
the distant, shimmering mirage ofthe 
Taj on the horizon — an ever-present 
reminder of his lost soulmate. O 


HOW TO DOIT 


WESTERN & ORIENTAL offers a seven-night 
Golden Triangle tour from £1,795 per person, 
based on two sharing. This includes all B&B 
accommodation, international flights, transfers, 
sightseeing excursions, entrance fees and the 
services of a guide. westernoriental.com 
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What makes the perfect break? Hiking т ип- 
spoiled countryside, past tumbling waterfalls? 
Or a mountain-bike workout, pedalling uphill 
and then hurtling down into green valleys? 


SouthWest Germany's Black Forest has long drawn 
fans of the Great Outdoors. One of the world's 
oldest recreational hiking trails was mapped out here 
in 1900. But, forget tradition. Try geo-caching, an 
electronic treasure hunt. Rent GPS devices from local 
tourist offices; kids love winning prizes! Walk along 
the new Wild Line, a nerve-jangling 1,250-foot-long 
suspension bridge. 


Lakes, such as Schluchsee and Titisee, offer water 
sports galore: windsurfing, paddle boarding, kite 
surfing, sailing and scuba diving. Only electric boats 
are allowed, so the water is super clean. 


As exercise builds an appetite, stop for Vesper, a 
hearty afternoon snack of home-made bread, ham, 
cheese - and real Black Forest gateau. Then, sleep 
in new, transparent bubble tents; stargaze in bed, 
looking up at the night sky. And all this is easy to get 
to from the UK: a hop by plane or car. 


www.tourism-bw.com 
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IMAGE: ROCKY MOUNTAINEER 


s Rocky Mountaineer 


Snake through Canada on a wild rail journey from Vancouver to Banff 
to witness the region's shifting landscapes. WORDS: Stuart Forster 


It may seem odd that I'm spending so little time in 
my seat. But there's an open vestibule at the back 
ofthe Rocky Mountaineer — and it's provinga 
great spot to take in the landscape as we roll north 
east towards Kamloops. This two-day route from 
Vancouver to Banffis called the First Passage to the 
West because it encompasses locations associated 
with the early settlement of western Canada. 

Places along this route have rugged, evocative 
names. At Hell's Gate, 200 million gallons of water 
churn between the rocks ofthe steep canyon every 
minute. Scuzzy Creek, meanwhile, is named after 
a steamboat that transported supplies during the 
construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway (СРВ). 
Cisco's name comes from a First Nations' term for 
the dangerous waters ofthe Fraser River: it's the 
location ofthe longest single-span bridge on the line 
— а sun-bleached structure that stretches 4258. 


One day I chat with Ira, one ofthe train's staff, 
about his favourite locations. He talks passionately 
about the line snaking alongside the river, through 
Kicking Horse Pass, into Yoho National Park. ^I still 
get excited about seeing bears,” Ira adds, raising my 
hopes of seeing a grizzly. “That's one of the things 
that I love about working here. If we see bears, I’m 
still as excited as my first day on board." 

Inotice we're now following the sweep ofthe river 
inan otherwise desert-like landscape. Disturbed by 
the passage ofthe train, a bald eagle takes off from a 
boulder and soars low above the water. I completely 
forget about my empty seat a few carriages away. 


HOW TO DOIT 


The First Passage to the West Classic from Vancouver to Banff 


is available from £1,672.78 per person. rockymountaineer.com 


BEST RAIL 
JOURNEYS 


TRANS-SIBERIAN 
One of three Trans- 
Siberian routes rolls 
6,152 miles between 
Europe and eastern 
Asia, through the 
forests of the Taiga, 
between Moscow and 
Vladivostok. Don't 
miss Irkutsk, whose 
cathedral is topped by 
onion-shaped domes. 
realrussia.co.uk 


THEGHAN 

This train slices 
north-south through 
Australia's interior, 
along a 1,851-mile 
route between 
Adelaide and Darwin. 
The four-day journey 
is interspersed by 
excursions like a 
boat ride in Nitmiluk 
National Park's 
Katherine Gorge. 
greatsouthernrail. 


com.au 


PALACEON WHEELS 
This luxury rail journey 
begins and ends in 
Delhi. Stop at Sawai 
Madhopur to spot 
tigers in Ranthambore 
National Park. The 
train then loops 
through Rajasthan's 
Thar Desert before 
rolling into Agra 

for an excursion 
revealing the origins 
of the Taj Mahal. 
palaceonwheels.net 


BELMOND ANDEAN 
EXPLORER 

As the name of 

this Peruvian train 
intimates, the deluxe 
service's four routes 
bring opportunities 

to view swaying 
feathergrass and 
soaring condors in 

the mountainous 
landscapes of the 
Andes. Cusco and Lake 
Titicaca count among 
the highlights of the 
three-day Peruvian 
Highlands itinerary. 
belmond.com 
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° Victoria Falls 


A visitto the world's largest waterfall doesn't have to 
mean just admiring it from afar — tackle its challenging 
rapids on a wild whitewater trip across the Zambezi 


WORDS FARIDA ZEYNALOVA 


26 natgeotraveller.co.uk 


Ilose my balance and squawk, falling into 
the inflatable boat like a distressed manatee. 
Composing my flailing limbs, I look up at the 
waves ahead: they resemble a giant washing 
machine, swishing and swashing on a fast cycle. I 
turn to Boyd for reassurance, but don't find any. 
“Your life is right here,” he says to me, pointing 
to the palm of his hand, with a grin that lingers 
long after his menacing words. My Livingstone- 
born-and-bred guide is obviously joking as he 
briefs us on river decorum, but I'm nervous — this 
is my first time whitewater rafting. We're bobbing 


on the Zambezi, tucked deep in the vast Batoka 

Gorge. Up ahead are 10 rapids along a six-mile 

stretch, each more perilous than the last. | 
So far, Гуе taken twice as long as everyone ч 

else to shimmy down the steep Boiling Pot Trail 

(mostly on my bottom) to the river, almost impaled 

a passer-by with my oar and anxiously quizzed 

Boyd on rafting death rates. Just over 300ft above 

our heads is Victoria Falls and its eponymous 

bridge. The view is incredible, and my attention is 

divided between the staggering surroundings and 

Boyd's potentially life-saving words. 
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VICTORIA FALLS 


FIVEWAYS 
TO TAKE IN 
THEFALLS 


O HELICOPTER 
Take off from Baobab 
Ridge and fly above 
Victoria Falls at 1,500ft 
— look for elephants 
or giraffes on Long 
Island and Mosi-oa- 
Tunya National Park. 
HOW: Flights range 
from £116 to £261. 
uaczam.com 


@SWIM 

From August to 
January, water levels 
drop enough for you 
to swim to the edge of 
the falls on Livingstone 
Island and marvel at 
the 320ft drop. 

HOW: A trip to Devil's 
Pool and Livingstone 
Island starts from £73. 
tongabezi.com 


GO STEAM TRAIN 
Take the Royal 
Livingstone Express to 
Victoria Falls Bridge to 
witness the sunset on 
the border of Zambia 
and Zimbabwe. 

HOW: The train 

starts from £130, 
including transfers, 
drinks and dinner. 
bushtracksafrica.com 


@ CROSS BORDERS 
For a head-on view, 
cross the bridge to 
Zimbabwe, where the 
Victoria Falls National 
Park is home to many 
species of wildlife. 
HOW: Factor ina 
30-minute walk to get 
to Zimbabwe, where 
you can purchase a 
visa on the spot. 


GO BUNGEE JUMP 
From Victoria Falls 
Bridge, plummet 360ft 
into total nothingness 
for four seconds 

of pure adrenalin- 
pumping fun. 

HOW: Shearwater 
Bungee has jumps 
from £115 per person. 
shearwaterbungee.com 
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“This is called the ‘Oh shit!’ line, and it’s your 
friend,” Boyd explains, tugging on the rope 
attached to the side of the boat. “When I tell 
you, hold on to it for dear life.” The team ahead 
of us have flipped and submerged at the first 
rapid of the day — The Wall. I wait for the bright 
yellow helmets to re-emerge from the water like 
marshmallows floating in a mug of hot cocoa. One 
by one, they climb back onto the boat. The waves 
ahead of us are churning so loudly that Boyd is 
forced to raise his voice to continue prepping us, 
and before I know it, arms start rowing and the 
boat begins to move. 

We sweep through the water, edging closer 
towards The Wall. Thanks to Boyd’s instructions 
— he called them instructions, I call it incessant 
yelling — we survive. The next few waves are a 
breeze, instilling a dangerous level of confidence. 
My arms hurt already, so I spend the next five 
minutes pretending to row and let my fellow rafters 
move the boat along. Next up is Between Two 
Worlds, which takes us under the Victoria Falls 
Bridge — a structure that marks the boundary 
between Zambia and Zimbabwe. We smash it. 
“Yeah! Team Boyd!” we cheer, smacking our oars 
together. However, our collective glee is short 
lived because Gulliver’s Travels — one of the most 
technically challenging rapids — is brewing in the 
near distance. 

“And drop!” shrieks Boyd a few seconds later. 

As one, we hastily reach for the ‘Oh shit!’ line and 


Boyd guides the team through 
the Zambezi's churning waters 
PREVIOUS PAGE: Victoria Falls 


duck down. It’s all a bit military. A towering wall 

of cold, thrashing water engulfs us. We're jouncing 
on the river with the boat almost sideways and 

I’m struggling to breathe as the water repeatedly 
thwacks me in the face. I can’t see, and fora 
nanosecond мете completely submerged. The 

river is desperately trying to flip us. When I regain 
my Vision, I turn to look at Boyd — his grin almost 
reaches his helmet buckle. This is a man who’s been 
dodging the perils of this river for years. 

We reach an unruffled stretch of the Zambezi, 
where I clock a crocodile sunbathing on a giant 
basalt boulder. Kayakers are up ahead preparing 
for another set of rapids, and a helicopter swoops 
down towards us, dangerously close. I’ve never felt 
adrenalin like it. I stand up to wave to those inside 
the aircraft, and promptly fall straight back into 
the boat, legs akimbo. There really isn’t time for 
tomfoolery. The next rapid, The Midnight Diner, 
with its humongous wave, is fast approaching. I can 
see it in the distance. It’s another washing machine, 
and I feel like that rogue sock, destined never to see 
the light of day again. safpar.com 


MORE INFO 


Double rooms at the Royal Livingstone Hotel by Anantara 


from £560 per room per night on a B&B basis. 
royal-livingstone.anantara.com 

Double rooms at the AVANI Victoria Falls Resort from $377 
(£267) per room per night, B&B. minorhotels.com 


10 New York 


Nobody knows New York like a New Yorker. 
Three locals wax lyrical about their city 


INTERVIEWS: TARA ISABELLA BURTON 


Brandon Fay 

General manager of - 
Trattoria DellArte, and 1 
host of Cooking with ‘ 
Brandon on CBS 

THE BEST THING about living in New 
York is you can order pizza whenever 
you want — even ina blizzard. 


IT’S A SAFER CITY THESE DAYS. I’m a 
born-and-raised New Yorker. When I 
was a kid, one of my biggest concerns 
was crime. Then 9/11 happened. Things 
went from beat cops arresting petty 
thieves on the street to anti-terrorism 
task forces in Times Square. 


TOURISTS THINK NEW YORKERS DON'T 
LIKE OUTSIDERS. That’s a myth. New 
Yorkers love tourists. We like diversity. 


ILIKE TO RESTAURANT HOP ON SUNDAYS. 
I’ve gone to as many as 12 ina day. І 
order a few appetisers, then ask the 
server where they like to go. You'll find 
some cool late-night spots, because 
waiters in NYC have wacky hours. 


ONE OF MY FAVOURITE HAUNTS IS 
NEARY'S. It’s a true NYC Irish watering 
hole with an old-school feel. Jimmy 


Neary is always quick to give you a smile. 


He'll sit with you and share a laugh. 


I LOVE RUNNING WITH THE NEW YORK 
ROAD RUNNERS. You can meet someone 
from another country, run a race 
together on a Sunday morning and 
become friends for life. 
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Cynthia von Buhler 
Nightlife impresario, 
currently hosting The 
Illuminati Ball on select 
weekends in Brooklyn 


NEW YORK CITY IS THECENTRE OF THE 
UNIVERSE. We all come here to become 
the best at what we do. Frank Sinatra 
had it right: if you can make it here, 

you can make it anywhere. You can be 
out having dinner and there could be a 
television producer or the editor of your 
favourite magazine at the next table. 


ГУЕ ШУЕР IN NYC since I moved into а 
loft in the Meatpacking District in 2001. 
Iheld gallery shows and incredible 
parties there to offset the rent. I used 

to sleep after 4am because the music 
from nearby nightclubs was so loud. 
Eventually, the area became so swanky 
that my rent doubled and I had to move. 


MY HUSBAND ANDIGO FOR BRUNCH 
ONSUNDAYS. We usually go to Maison 
Kayser, which has almond croissants to 
die for. Then we walk around Central 
Park. If we wantto get a drink we head 
to Angel's Share, a speakeasy hidden 
behind a restaurant in the East Village. 
Otherwise, I love going for a massage at 
Juvenex Spa in Koreatown. They have 
two types of steam huts and wading 
pools filled with fresh lemons. 


IF WEREALLY WANT TO TREAT OURSELVES 
we go to Kajitsu in Murray Hill for 
dinner. They have an incredible vegan 
tasting menu that's paired with sake. 
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David Burr Gerrard 
Author of Short Century 
and The Epiphany Machine 


<“ 


THEBEST THING ABOUT NYC 

is also the hardest thing about 

NYC — that so many smart and talented 
people are doing so much; there's so 
much to do on any given night that it's 
often too stressful to choose one event. 


IWAS BORN IN QUEENS, where I still live. 
Inthat time, more places across the city 
have opened and closed than could be 
visited in 20 lifetimes. My favourite is 
Brazenhead Books: a secret bookstore 
on the Upper East Side. My wife andI 
were married there. Then it closed. Now 
it's open again, in a different location. 


TOURISTS FORGET THAT QUEENS EXISTS. 
They miss some ofthe best food in the 
world. The unforgettable Thai restaurant 
SriPraPhai, for instance, is only nine 
minutes by car from LaGuardia. 


MY IDEAL SUNDAY is the Venn diagram 
overlap between tourist and local NYC: a 
morning at the Met, followed by a picnic 
in Central Park, a long walk, then sitting 
on the grass with a good book. 


| MARK TIME IN MY LIFE by Film Forum's 
periodic revivals of my favourite films, 
particularly Taxi Driver. If you see New 
York in an old movie, then see the same 
streets [that gentrification can’t quite 
change], you'll feel like a New Yorker. 
At least until one of us yells at you to 
stop blocking the sidewalk. 
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Walking the Camino de Santiago is more than a 
simple hike. For many, it's a spiritual exercise that 
binds its pilgrims together. WORDS: Shaney Hudson 

PHOTOGRAPHS: Chris van Hove 


“There’s nothing in Santiago.” Anya pauses, 
turning to look outside. An hour earlier 0 
knocked on her door in the small village of 
Agés, asking for a place to stay. Although we 
were complete strangers, she’d given me and my 
husband a place to sleep on her floor, offered us a 
hot shower, and made us tea. 

On her kitchen table is a map of Spain, covered 
with a clear plastic tablecloth and a series of 
snaking, highlighted lines on it, each leading to 
Santiago. They mark the pilgrimage she’s made 
three times. Finally, she sips her tea and turns back 
to us, settling on what she wants to say. 

“There’s nothing in Santiago,” she explains. “It’s 
only the journey, the way.” 

Given I was a couple of hundred miles into my 
560-mile pilgrimage across Spain, walking the 


Camino de Santiago, I could have found her words 
disconcerting. Yet they were strangely reassuring; 
in the face of gale-force winds, blisters the size of 
digestive biscuits and death by bed bugs, it was the 
journey that counted. 

Since the 12th century, travellers have walked 
the way of St James to the cathedral in Santiago, 
believing it would absolve them of their sins. In 
late spring, desperate for a break from my routine, 
I joined them. Walking with my husband, we 
each carry our possessions in a seven-kilo pack, 
sleeping in the rafters of a church one night and 
the floor of a stranger’s house the next, devouring 
tortilla and café con leche at the first village cafe 
we'd stumble into each morning. 

The travel is slow, the challenges are humbling 
and the path is shared with many others, but the 
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CAMINO DESANTIAGO 


We begin to make an effort to stay 
in donativos — these are albergues 

built and run by volunteers where 

you pay by donation and share an 

evening meal 


camino represents a different kind of adventure; 
a way of travellost to the modern world but one 
increasingly valued by the curious, restless, 
religious, nostalgic and heavy-hearted. 

Our journey on the Camino Francés starts in 
Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port in France. After crossing 
the Pyrenees in wild weather, our first night is 
spent in a cavernous 120-bed dorm. 

Known as an albergue, the purpose-built pilgrim 
accommodation was actually an overflow from the 
newly constructed pilgrim dorms across the road. 
Exhausted and covered in mud, I didn't care. One 
ofthe volunteers takes off my boots, offers mea 
cookie, carries my pack to my bunk and stamps my 
credential, or pilgrim's passport. 

A concertina of memories, the credential is 
as precious to the peregrino as a government- 
issued passport. Stamped (and occasionally 
hand-drawn) at each stop, it marks your progress, 
gains you access to the albergues and, when 
presented on arrival at Santiago, qualifies you for 
the Compostela, or certificate of completion of 
walking the Camino de Santiago. 

Following the bright yellow arrows that mark 
the way, we cross mountains and scramble across 
the ruins of a Roman bridge; getting to know 
a landscape footstep by footstep, from the red 
scorched earth of La Rioja to the waving wheat 
fields of the meseta (plateau) and lush green 
landscapes of Galicia; eating wild cherries plucked 
from overhanging branches, resting our swollen 
feet in rivers, snoozing under trees and treading a 
path that has existed for more than eight centuries. 

Of course, that path is often less than 
picturesque; but the way always surprises us. 
Everything we read in the guidebooks indicates 
the road into León will be a filthy, congested 
disappointment. However, in the distance we hear 
what sounds like a drumming circle. Over the rise 
we find a 1,600-strong herd of sheep, goats and 
dogs being shepherded along the path. 

The camino version of a traffic jam, we walk with 
the herd to the outskirts of the city, chatting with 
the shepherds in broken Spanish about their life, 
and enjoying one of our best days on the road. 

In Castrojeriz, we stumble upon the Hospital 
Del Alma, which translates as the Hospital for 
the Soul, set up by a fellow peregrino called Mau. 
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BEPREPARED 


PACK LIGHT 

Aim to carry no more 
than 10% of your body 

weight, including 
water. Take clothes to 
cope with everything 

from snow to 40C 

days, but if you're 
missing gear there are 
stores along the way. 


WALKING POLES 
Highly recommended, 
walking poles can take 
a lot of stress off your 
lower body. Attached 

to your pack, they're 
also excellent for 
drying socks. 


DIFFERENT PATHS 
All roads lead to 
Santiago, but there are 
many different camino 
routes. Consider 
taking the Via de la 
Plata from Seville, the 
Camino Portugués 
from Lisbon, or the 
Camino del Norte 
along the top of Spain. 


ACCEPT CROWDS 
More than 400 people 
set out from Saint- 
Jean-Pied-de-Port 
during spring, with 
the crowd intensifying 
at Sarria on the 
last 68 miles in to 
Santiago (the minimum 
distance to receive the 
compostela). Consider 
walking outside 
the recommended 
stretches in your 
guidebook, passing 
through big cities 
and staying in smaller 
villages — and accept 
everyone's right to the 


camino, even 


the cyclists. 


SAO ka. 


If I'd blinked, I'd have missed the rusted bike, dried 
flowers, and small tray of chocolate and biscuits 
setona chair by an open door. Inside, the space 
offered respite and rest — coffee and biscuits, and 
a garden and art gallery. 

“My door is always open,” Mau tells me, “because 
so many have always been closed." 

We begin to make an effort to stay in donativos 
— these are albergues built and run by volunteers 
where you pay by donation and share an evening 
meal. One of the hosts, who's walked the camino 
twice, explains the concept best: the food we ate 
that evening was purchased with money donated 
by the previous night's pilgrims; a humbling 
thought when we leave our offering in the box the 
next morning. 

While the Camino Francés — the French 
Way — is one ofthe best-supported and busiest 
pilgrimage routes to Santiago, the sensation 
of walking the ancient pilgrimage route isn't 
diminished by the path being well trodden; rather, 
it's enhanced by the company you keep. 


I walk with a family from California whose 
happiness is infectious; only later does their 
mother quietly share that she has a brain tumour. 
I walk with a war veteran who is doing the camino 
to put his demons to rest. I speak to him late one 
night about the walk. 

"These have been some of the happiest days of 
my life," he tells me, before excusing himself for 
the night. I learn quickly not to ask people why 
they're walking, but instead if they're enjoying the 
walk. Asking why is just too personal. 

Slowly, it stops mattering where we are. What 
matters is who we're walking with. 

People we haven't seen for weeks call out to us by 
name; pilgrims catch us up and fall behind, friends 
disappear around a bend, never to be seen again. 

Each night, we share a meal with increasingly 
familiar faces, until one evening we feast on purple 
octopus at a table with 20 peregrinos we've walked 
with for weeks. Sawdust on the floor, wine in hand, 
fingers greasy from the food, I know each pilgrim by 
name, but better still I can call them a friend. 


Try this 
The Via Francigena 
runs from Canterbury to 


pilgrims overnightfor a 
small fee. 


By the time we arrive at the Cathedral of Santiago 
de Compostela and see the famous botafumeiro 
(the brass incense burner) swing at the pilgrim's 
mass, we feel a little empty. Anya had been right; it 
was the journey, the way, all along. And with that 
in mind, we keep going. Jamming our compostela 
— the certificate of completion of the Camino de 
Santiago — into the bottom of our pack, we meet 
our friends outside the cathedral and continue on to 
the ocean at Cape Finisterre. 

Home can wait. Our journey isn’t finished yet. 


HOW TO DOIT 


Eurostar travels from London St Pancras to Gare du Nord from 
€50.50 (£44). Connecting via the metro, there's a daily TGV 
train from Paris-Montparnasse to Bayonne; from Bayonne it's a 
30-minute coach ride to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, from €77 
(£67.30). sncf.com eurostar.com 

Caminoways.com has guided tours; its Classic Camino trip 
costs Е452 (£393) and includes the 68-mile walk from Sarria to 
Santiago, which qualifies for the Compostela. 


Rome, a pilgrimage that travels 
more than 1,000 miles through 
France and the Alps. Currently 
experiencing a resurgence in 
popularity (particularly in Italy), 
some monasteries welcome 


PREVIOUS PAGE: Hiker 
heading into the 
Pyrenees from Saint- 
Jean-Pied-de-Port 
ABOVE: Hikers resting 
by the Porta Santa 
(holy door) of the 
Cathedral of Santiago 
de Compostela 

LEFT: Small yellow 
arrows mark the way 
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This remote, lofty Himalayan kingdom remains one of 
the region's least-visited countries. A journey through its 


peaceful alpine forests and valleys offers a window into a 
uniquely preserved Buddhist culture 


WORDS STEPHANIE CAVAGNARO 
PHOTOGRAPHS SCOTTA WOODWARD 
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ABOVE: Tiger's Nest, 
а sacred Buddhist 
monastery built into 
the cliffside, Paro 


Amleamo is committed. She decided to wake up 
this morning and wear red — all red. Her outfit 
spans shades of crimson and claret: from T-shirt 
and fleece to ankle-length skirt and big woolly 
hat askew on her head, revealing unruly salt-and- 
pepper hair. Even her teeth are red, stained by a 
lifetime of chewing doma (areca nut and betel leaf), 
which she spits sporadically on to the pavement, 
its juice collecting next to her in small puddles. 
Her commitment to her ensemble is a sartorial 
expression of her larger commitment to her faith: 
she's visited Jambay Lhakhang — one of Bhutan's 
oldest temples — every single day for the past 18 
years, she says, instinctively spinning a handheld 
prayer wheel. A garland of wooden beads with 


tassels is spread across her lap, used to keep track 
of mantras. When I ask the current count, she 
fumbles with the beads and scrunches up her 
face, making the deep lines carved by her 78 years 
more prominent. It takes her a moment before she 
answers: two million in two years. 

"The most important thing in Buddhism is 
rebirth,” explains Tshering, my portly guide who 
wears a knee-length gho, the national dress for 
men. “The best way is to pray for your future 
because you don’t know tomorrow,” he adds, 
as Amleamo begins thumbing her beads and 
mumbling mantras to the Guru Rinpoche. 

You don’t have to travel far in Bhutan to see 
images of this mustachioed Buddhist master. > 
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Regarded as the second Buddha, the Guru 
Rinpoche founded Tibetan Buddhism in the 
eighth century and is revered for spreading the 
religion across this Vajrayana stronghold — a 
school of Buddhism particular to Tibet and select 
neighbouring Himalayan regions. 

Religious conventions still wield a strong 
influence over life in this mountainous kingdom. 
It's peppered with thousands of monuments and 
monasteries, while handmade chorten (stupas) 
crowd remote caves, bald-headed monks pray 
in temples, and clusters of white prayer flags 
mounted on poles dance on windy mountains. 6 
believe animals can hear the sound ofthe prayer 
flags, and in the next life they are reborn as human 
beings and have a better life,” says Tshering. 

Perhaps in order to preserve its unique 
identity, the country sat in isolation for years, 
only opening to visitors in 1974. It currently 
charges a steep daily fee of $250 (£179) for all- 
inclusive organised tours — a cost-induced 
exclusivity that means Bhutan is often blissfully 
crowd-free. The tourist tax is just one way the 
country has kept environmental conservation 
high on its political agenda. Government 
decrees say that 60% of the kingdom's land must 
be forested; plastic bags are prohibited; and 
mountaineering was banned in 2003. 

This enthusiasm for eco is especially evident 
here in Bumthang, a mountainous, Switzerland- 
in-Asia central region that's packed with alpine 
forests and broad, fertile valleys covered in fields 
of buckwheat. This bucolic area is the religious 
heartland of the nation with some of its oldest 
temples — many of which are linked to Guru 
Rinpoche's visit over a thousand years ago. 
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“Bumthang is considered one of the holiest 
places in Bhutan,” adds Tshering. And this 
temple is one of its holiest highlights. Jambay 
Lhakhang is made up of a series of square orange 
and white buildings topped by golden roofs. 

It doesn't hide its age: stones have come loose 
from its facade, while cracks creep into intricate 
carvings that frame the doors and windows. 
Prayer wheels are inscribed with ancient 
scripture, handles worn by the devout who have 
kept them spinning for centuries. Around the 
squat buildings are little silver stupas containing 
handwritten prayers and plastic cups with stones 
used for counting circumambulations. 

Built in AD 659, Jambay Lhakhang is one of 
numerous temples simultaneously constructed 
on top of a demon, according to legend. “The 
demon’s body covered all the Himalayas,” explains 
Tshering. “One hundred and eight temples were 
built to hold the demon down — we are here on the 
left knee.” 

This ancient place seems to attract fittingly 
ancient devotees. “Whatever they committed 
— a mistake or sin — during their young age, they're 
trying to clean it up,” Tshering explains. I watch an 
elderly man wearing pink polka dot pyjamas and a 
glitter-blue hat walk clockwise around the temple. 
When he heads inside to pray, I slip off my shoes, 
and follow him towards a sunny courtyard. 

Inside, I spot an old woman with a laminated 
image of Guru Rinpoche among her possessions. 
She’s mumbling mantras while moving in half- 
prostrations on a mat; her hands are in the shape 
of a lotus bud, which she places on her head, to 
her throat and her heart before dropping to her 
knees and lowering her head to the ground. “If we 
shower, we clean only the outer part. It’s different 
to clean inner part,” instructs Tshering, adding 
that prostrations are a means of purifying the 
body, speech and mind of karmic sins. 

Flanking the old woman are dark circles on the 
pavement — imprints of knees and a forehead 
left by former pilgrims. “That’s like, one-hundred 
thousand times — the marks there,” says Tshering 
as the woman finishes praying. She picks up her 
mat and shuffles out of the temple, spinning a large 
prayer wheel as she goes. Its loud dinging fills the 
reverential silence. 


EYE OF THE TIGER 
“The Bhutanese people, they try to visit once in 
their life,” Tshering declares as we walk through 
dense pine forest festooned with prayer flags on 
my last day in Bhutan. The scenery is alluring, 
but I can’t stop myself from looking up at our 
destination — the Tiger’s Nest, a Buddhist 
monastery clinging to a near vertical cliff 10,232ft 
above the lush western Paro valley. 

It’s claimed that the Guru Rinpoche arrived to 
this sacred site from Tibet on the back of a flying 


TRAVELLER’S 
CHECKLIST 


Ema datshi (chilli 
cheese) is practically 
the national dish and 

comprises a sinus- 
clearing heap of fiery 

green chillies with 

local cow's cheese. 


Sink into a sizzling hot 
stone bath — once 
fire-heated river 
stones glow red, 
they're dropped into 
a wooden tub, where 
they crack and pop, 
infusing river water 
with healing minerals. 


National garb doesn't 
get much easier on 
the eye than the kira 
(ankle-length sari-like 
skirt) and gho (knee- 
length robe). Some 
take over a year to 
produce — watch 
weavers at Thimphu's 
Gagyel Lhundrup 
Weaving Centre. 


Warm up with a steamy 
cup of suja, a salty and 
savoury butter tea; 
the leaf is collected 
from the forests and 
churned with butter, 
water and salt. 


Struggling to conceive? 
Chimi Lhakhang assists 
with a ceremonial head 
tap using a 10-inch 
wooden phallus. This 
is the temple of the 
Divine Madman — and 
due to his influence, 
male members are on 
walls across the region. 


FLY AWAY 
Each winter, graceful 
black-necked cranes 

migrate to the 
protected Phobjikha 

Valley from the Tibetan 

Plateau, flying over 
some of the world's 
highest mountains. 


FROM LEFT: An old 
woman pauses in 
front of an ornately 


painted door in Paro; 


a monk reading 
scripture in Chimi 
Lhakhang, Punakha 


tigress. “He came to Paro to subdue the local deity,” 
adds Tshering, who has swapped his dress shoes for 
hiking boots. This complex was then built in 1692 
around the cave where the great sage meditated. 

Though we're steadily climbing through cloud 
forest, the monastery looms above — and without 
a flying tiger, it's a leg-taxing ascent of over 1,700ft. 
There isn't vehicle access and horsepower only 
delivers pilgrims halfway, so we trudge skyward 
with locals and claret-robed monks through 
pines draped with tendrils of moss. In this thin 
mountain air, my shallow gulps are mocked by a 
giggling white-throated laughing thrush. 

But over an hour's hike has brought me to a 
clearing in the bottle-green forest — and at eye 
level with the Tiger's Nest whose golden pinnacles 
and red rooftops are set over whitewashed walls 
that cling to granite ledges. The buildings are on 
the opposite ravine, so I hike down stone steps 
and over a 200ft waterfall that nosedives towards 
the valley. Icicles break free from the rock face, 
and as the sun hits them, they sparkle like glitter. 


From the vantage of a wooden bridge, the valley 
unfolds — golden light casts an ethereal glow on 
tree-covered mountains and sacred, snowy peaks. 
Prayer flags with tattered ends that have been 
eaten by a hungry wind are strung precipitously 
over a deep gorge. 

Steep steps finally deposit my altitude-racked 
remains at the sanctuary with its series of nine 
temples and chambers carved into the rock. I take 
off my shoes before heading towards incense that 
wafts through thin air from within a room. "We 
call this the wish-fulfilling temple," Tshering 
tells me. The focal point is a giant golden statue 
of Rinpoche, whose head is cocked to one side 
indicating that he's listening. An altaris crammed 
with Buddhist iconography and heaped with 
offerings: water, incense, milk, crisps, money, 
burning butter lamps. Artistic ritual cakes are 
made up of circular patterns intricately painted 
all the colours ofthe spectrum. 

Locals in their national dress stream in;I 
take my place against the wall and listen to the ® 
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Butter opps at 


soft thudding of knees and heads on the floor. 
One mother places a note in her baby’s hand as 
an offering; another worshipper adds a block 

of butter to the table, which a monk gratefully 
accepts before pouring holy water into her hands; 
she brings it to her lips, slurps and splashes the 
remainder on the crown of her head. Another 
woman begins full prostrations, taking up the 
width of the floor once horizontal. 

I tiptoe between temples, my feet growing 
numb on frigid stone. One contains gold pillars 
surrounding a hole piled high with money. “Some 
say the Guru Rinpoche died in there, some say he 
subdued the local deity there,” explains Tshering. 
A monk approaches, pulls a 20 Bhutanese 
ngultrum note out of his wallet, touches it to his 
head and drops it. “This should be the bank of 
Taktsang [Tiger's Nest]," jokes Tshering. 

“Now we go to the last one,” he adds, ushering 
me towards the Temple of Longevity. I head 
to a window on the far side and my heart races 
asIlook a few thousand feet directly down at 
the pine-packed valley floor. I turn back to the 
altar, which has three statues of Buddha, as a 
family enters carrying a bag of rice. A young boy 
takes a handful, bows his head to the altar and 
sprinkles his offering on a bowl of notes. I ask 
Tshering what the pious are expected to offer in 
temples. “Whatever you do, your heart should be 
pure,” he replies. 

We leave this temple, and head towards an 
opening in the cliff. A small sign above it reads 
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‘Tiger’s Nest’. Tshering tells me this is the place 
where the tiger supposedly rested during the 
guru’s meditation, and warns me about the 
tricky descent into the deep cave crevice. I’m 
not much of a speleologist, but I’m curious, so I 
leave Tshering behind and slide across a slanted 
wooden panel before crawling down a ladder 
wedged between rocks. I squeeze around the 
ladder and drop into a giant slice of cliff. 

There’s a crack in the precipice to one side 
with a vertical drop, so I head blindly the other 
way, feebly feeling damp rocks to guide me 
through the dark. I squint towards the outline 
of a huddled family. When they stand up to 
leave, a monk and I flatten ourselves against a 
wall to let them pass. I blink against jet-black 
darkness as the light of a solitary butter lamp 
comes into focus, illuminating a small shrine 
with white ceremonial silk scarves and a picture 
of Rinpoche. As the lamp flickers, I think of all 
the lights brightly burning across this Himalayan 
kingdom and Tshering’s simple words about 
their significance: “Whoever is in darkness, it 
clears the way.” 


HOW TO DOIT 


NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC JOURNEYS WITH G ADVENTURES 
has a 10-day Wonders of Bhutan tour, which starts from £2,699 
per person, excluding flights. It includes accommodation, 


most meals, transfers and guides. gadventures.co.uk 
tourism.gov.bt 


These must-visits т the Canary Islands offer family fun and incredible 
animal experiences for all-year-round holidays 


LORO PARQUE 


Loro Parque is a true must-visit in the 
Canary Islands for millions of visitors 
from all over the world. Recognised 
by TripAdvisor as the Best Zoo in the 
World in the 2017 Travellers' Choice 
Awards, this magnificent park is a true 
animal embassy that promotes both 
the conservation of biodiversity and 
protection of natural habitats. Thanks 
to the mild climate and sunny weather, 
the coming summer/autumn season 
is the perfect time for a holiday in the 
Canary Islands during which visitors 
can discover the wonders ofthe animal 
world at Loro Parque. 
Trueto its commitment 
— to excellence and 
* innovation, this 
summer, Loro 
Parque has 
opened its 
brand new 
innovative 
Zen Garden. 
This unique 


Japanese-style underwater garden 
is the first of its kind in the world 
and channels the legendary fictional 
underwater city of Atlantis. Unique 
in the world for its complexity, 
innovation and beauty, the garden 
conveys depth and balance in the 
purest Zen style to captivate fans of 
flora and fauna alike. 

The park's highlights include the 
recently opened Lion's Kingdom 
and the spacious new aviaries of 
South America, which contain 
many beautiful species of bird from 
the continent. In a unique journey 
through every part of the planet, 
the park's guests can see adorable 
red pandas, gorillas, chimpanzees, 
dolphins and six majestic orcas, 
as well as visit Planet Penguin and 
Katandra Treetops. There's also the 
chance to marvel at the fluorescent 
jellyfish at AquaViva and enjoy the 
astonishing shark tunnel, among 
other breathtaking experiences. 


з Angkor Wat 


This city of temples is one of the world's busiest tourist 
sites, but come off-peak — when modern life withdraws 
— and let your imagination reveal its storied past 


WORDS AUDREY GILLAN 


It's dawn at Angkor Wat and the cicadas 
are singing. I'm standing here with 

my guide and many hundreds of other 
people, waiting for the sun to rise above 
the largest religious complex in the 
world. It's the green season — the wet, 
rice-growing time of year — so almost 
every day has some rain, which means 
the crowds gathered at this UNESCO- 
listed temple are somewhat thinner 
than usual. 

When day breaks above the central 
lotus-bud towers — representing Mount 
Meru, the home ofthe Hindu gods, and 
its neighbouring smaller peaks — it 
becomes clear why Angkor Wat is one 
ofthe world's most visited historical 
sites (2.5 million people came here in 
2017) and a source of fierce national 
pride in Cambodia. In darkness, I had 
walked along the rainbow bridge, 
with seven nagas (multi-headed 
serpent deities in Hindu and Buddhist 
mythology) standing sentry, across a 
moat symbolising the cosmic ocean. 
Watching the morning light dance 
across sandstone, the eye beginning 
to pick out towers and terraces, before 
seeing them reflected in the vast mirror 
pool before you is astonishing. 

Ireturn for another dawn, this time 
eschewing the crowds and heading 
to the back entrance, the east gate, in 
pursuit of a more peaceful experience. 
If you have only one chance to visit this 
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ancient capital of the Khmer Empire, 
head here straight after the sun comes 
up — almost everyone else will enter via 
the front — and for a blissful 20 minutes 
or so you'll find few people to spoil your 
view. Then spend a moment in quiet 
contemplation of this place that was not 
just a temple, but a living imperial city. 

Passing along courtyards and through 
galleries, I quickly join a queue to climb 
the vertiginous stairs to the upper level 
of the principle tower, known as Bakan 
Sanctuary, which opens at 7.30am. 
Ascending here to the kingdom of the 
gods affords views out over the moat, 
lotus-filled ponds and the vast forest 
beyond — and allows the imagination to 
colour in the bustling lives that would 
have been lived here centuries ago. 

As the clock ticks and the crowds 
dissipate, I remain to explore the bas 
relief carvings on the walls of galleries. 
There are more than 2,000 apsaras 
(female spirits of the clouds). The 
detail of the headdresses and jewellery 
adorning these celestial beings is 
exquisite, leading me to conclude 
that these must’ve been modelled on 
real women who lived in the Angkor 
Empire. I study the great friezes that 
portray epic stories and warriors 
heading into battle. The intricacy of the 
craftsmanship is utterly beguiling. 

The Angkor Empire began in the late 
8th century and the construction of 


Angkor Wat, 
Cambodia 


Angkor Wat, meaning city of temples, 
was started in the mid-12th century 

by King Suryavarman II as a Hindu 
shrine for the god Vishnu. It also served 
as the capital of the empire. It was 
transformed into a Buddhist temple 
towards the end of the 12th century. 
Continuously used as a site of worship 
by Cambodians, Angkor Wat was 
brought to the attention of the Western 
world by French naturalist and explorer 
Henri Mouhot in 1860. 

I visit the eight-armed sandstone 
statue of Vishnu (also known as Ta 
Reach), the guardian spirit of Angkor 
Wat revered by Hindus and Buddhists 
alike. He stands in a hall near the west 
entrance, dressed in saffron robes 
and sheltering under a similarly hued 
parasol. Cambodians can enter Angkor 
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Wat for free, and many come to worship 
Ta Reach. Pilgrims leave scarves and 
other offerings for the deity considered 
the supreme god of all beings. 
AsIcross the rainbow bridge upon 
leaving, I turn again to take in this 
archaeological wonder. Tour buses 
and tuk-tuks have whisked almost 
allthe visitors away. Modern life has 
withdrawn for the moment from the 
imperial city, enabling me to imagine 
carts and oxen trundling along, and 
people working and worshipping in 


what was once a sprawling, urban space. 


Angkor Wat is just one site in the 
vast, UNESCO-protected Angkor 
Archaeological Park, spreading out 
across 150sq miles, containing the 
remains ofthe different capitals of the 
Khmer Empire, from the 9th to the 


15th century. It's the key temple, but 
others are incredible, too. I love Bayon 
at Angkor Thom, where there are more 
than 200 stone faces smiling. 

Angkor is the busiest historical site 
Гуе ever visited but it was still possible 
to avoid the crowds, to stop for a 
moment to take a breath, before having 
that breath taken away by the glory of 
it all. It’s a place that takes time to fully 
appreciate — time worth taking slowly. 
Then you can hear the cicadas singing. 


HOW TO DOIT 


INSIDEASIA TOURS offers its 10-night To Angkor 
and Beyond tour from £1,850 per person (based 
on two and excluding international flights) 
including accommodation, transport, breakfast, 
transfers and guides. insideasiatours.com 


TOP TIPS 


TAKE YOUR TIME 
Buy a ticket for a 
few days and visit 
Angkor Wat a number 
of times. Go very 
early in the morning, 
then return in the 
afternoon to watch 
the sunset. Come 
back another morning 
and avoid the sunrise 
crowd by heading to 
the east entrance at 
the back. 


GREEN SEASON 
Visit in the green (wet) 
season (May-October) 
when visitor numbers 

are lower. It rarely 

rains in the morning, 
which is the best time 
for temple visits. 

The peak months 

are November to 

February. Whatever 
time of year you 
visit, wear a hat and 
sunscreen and bring 
water as many of the 
sites are exposed. 


AVOID CROWDS 
Plan well and decide 
what you want from 
the visit. If it's that 
iconic sunrise image, 
then be aware that 

hundreds of other 

people are there 
angling for the best 
view, too. Looking for 
fewer people? Then 
time your visits so that 
you can remain behind 
when the masses go. 


BE RESPECTFUL 
You must cover your 
knees and shoulders. 
Be respectful to the 
monks, and ask their 
permission if you wish 

to take their photo. 


VENTURE AFIELD 
Angkor Archaeological 
Park contains dozens 
of temples and ruins. 
Visit at least one other 
site than Angkor Wat. 
Less well-known sites 
have far fewer visitors 
and may allow a 
quieter visit. 
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% Machu Picchu 


Banish all notions ofthe famed Inca city from books, television and 
the back of cereal boxes — nothing prepares you for the first glimpse 
of this dramatic New Wonder ofthe World 


WORDS PAT RIDDELL 


The 11.15 Inca Rail train rumbles towards Machu 
Picchu from Ollantaytambo, a quaint town that's 
overlooked by an Inca fortress at the western 
end ofthe Sacred Valley. The railway follows 

the Urubamba River down the valley with vast 
mountains rising on both sides and a variety of 
colours splashed across the landscape. 

The train — now with stunning 360-viewing 
carriages since March — might be considered 
cheating by some, but it's an extremely civilised 
way to see Machu Picchu in a day. A pisco sour on 
boarding and a three-course lunch with wine is 
setting me up nicely to view the scenery. 

Early on, there are still signs of life visible from 
the train — villages, electricity cables, farming. 
But suddenly everything feels very remote; the 
lush green vegetation remains, but there are no 
villages or buildings, just the odd Inca Trail sign 
to indicate our whereabouts. And then, as we turn 
a bend in the valley, Inca terraces emerge on the 


slope while the white waters of the river rush past. 


As we drop to around 6,700ft, from 9,160ft in 
Ollantaytambo, we arrive into Machu Picchu 
Pueblo (formerly known as Aguas Calientes) 


station just 90 minutes later. I hadn't actually 
thought the train would take us all the way, but 
this small town in the valley happens to be the 
gateway for the ruins. 

Here we join the non-stop procession of 
minibuses, making the 40-minute journey up and 
down the winding road to Machu Picchu all day 
long. The anticipation on the bus, zig-zagging up 
the mountain, is palpable. When will we see it? 
How willit reveal itself? There's a sneaky glimpse 
that disappears around a bend. The drama ofthe 
tree-covered mountain on all sides is immense. 

"Follow me. Walk quickly! Don't stop to look... 
Iknow the best spot." Reluctantly I obey my guide, 
Wilfredo, and ignore the first opportunity to see 
Machu Picchu. Striding past a tour group, we reach 
a vantage point where suddenly it's there — right 
in front of us. 

From a vantage point of 8,000ft above sea level, 
the valley on both sides of the mountain opens 
up to us — and in this remote, tranquil part of the 
Andes we're staring at one of the New Wonders of 
the World. The grass is greener than I imagined, 
the ruins more dramatic than Г ever thought they 
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The small inland island of Traustholtshólmi 
is a place of rich history and stunning 
beauty on the south coast of Iceland. Be one 
of the few lucky visitors accommodated 
every summer by ‘earl’ Hákon - the only 
inhabitant on the island. Explore the 
island's mesmerizing nature and enjoy 
unforgettable nights in authentic 
Mongolian yurts. Join Hákon in gathering 
the fishing nets and treat yourself with a 


An island within an island 


Exclusive off-the-grid connection with Icelandic nature 


fresh sashimi, a starter to the evening's 
three course feast - consisting of wild 
salmon or local organic lamb spiced with 
wild herbs and fresh vegetables grown on 
the island and topped off with Hákon's 
grandmother's authentic rhubarb pudding. 
After dinner, guests sit around the bonfire 
and share stories under the spectacular 
Icelandic midnight sun. 


For more info visit www.thh.is 
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From a vantage point of 8,000ft 
above sea level, the valley on both 
sides of the mountain opens up to 
us — and suddenly in this remote, 
tranquil part of the Andes we’re 
staring at one of the New Wonders 
of the World 


could be and the panoramic views demonstrate 
the immediate difficulties in constructing such 
a place. 

The Lost City of the Incas, ‘discovered’ by 
American explorer Hiram Bingham in 1911, raises 
many questions — Who lived there? How did they 
build it? Why was it abandoned? Our guide has 
many answers. First up, he asserts that Machu 
Picchu “was never really lost at all”. Locals had 
long known of its existence. Neither was Bingham 
the first Westerner to find his way here; others 
were here in the late 19th century, although most 
ignored it on their quest for gold. Bingham was the 
first with any scientific interest. 

We make our way down the steps to the vast 
complex, its sides dropping steeply to the valley 
below. It’s surrounded by Andean peaks and 
little else for miles. Built as a royal estate around 
1450 by Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui, the ninth ruler 
of the Inca, Machu Picchu was only inhabited 
for around a century. The arrival in 1532 of the 
Spanish conquistadors, who never found Machu 
Picchu given its remote location, coincided with 
the decline of the Inca Empire by 1572, and the 
abandonment of the citadel. 


FROM TOP: Inca terraces against the backdrop of the Andes; 
llamas roaming the ancient site 


MACHU PICCHU 


TOP3: ANCIENT SETTLEMENTS IN PERU 


Built in the sixth 
century, these pre- 
Inca ruins picked up 
the best Overseas 
Attraction at the 2017 
National Geographic 
Traveller Reader 
Awards. The walled 
settlement in northern 
Peru can now be 
accessed by a £15m 
cable car in 20 minutes 
— a huge time-saver 
from what used to be a 
90-minute car journey. 
It was lost in the 

cloud forest until its 
rediscovery in 1843. 


There are no trains or 
buses, hiking takes 
days, yet the fame of 
Machu Picchu's 'sister 
city' belies its 5,500 
annual visitors. But 
new plans could see 
its popularity boost 
further in coming 
years, connected by 

a 15-minute cable car 
ride from the town of 
Kufialla. Located just 
40 miles from its more 
famous neighbour, 
Choquequirao was 
built between the 15th 
and 16th centuries. 


Urubamba Valley, 

the Sacred Valley of 
the Incas, covers a 
distance of around 

40 miles from Pisac 
to Ollantaytambo, 
and was the most 
important area for 
agriculture in the 
heartland of the Inca 
Empire. Spend a few 
days at the Sol y Luna 
hotel and explore 

the pre-Colombian 
ruins, Spanish colonial 
churches and a thriving 
Quechua culture. 
hotelsolyluna.com 
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MACHU PICCHU 


As we make our way around the site, Wilfredo 
shows us black-and-white photos from Bingham's 
early explorations. What's revealing is how well 
preserved the ruins are — Bingham’s pictures 
show very little has been restored; cut-back 
overgrowth is the only real difference. And 
UNESCO recognition in 1983 has meant no actual 
restoration has taken place in over 30 years. 

The tour reveals a whole city — palaces, houses, 
temples, ceramic ‘factories’, storerooms — with over 
200 structures split into a lower and upper part, 
separating farming from residential areas with a 
large square between the two. The site itselfis a 
staggering feat of engineering — the irrigation is 
typical of how the Incas mastered the land to suit 
their agricultural needs. I take in polished dry-stone 
walls, interlinking blocks of perfectly chiselled 
granite... the geometry and precision is astounding 
up close — and all the more impressive given that 
stone hammers were one of the few tools available. 

The importance of astronomy, meanwhile, is 
evident at the main sights, where the sun and stars 
interact with the buildings. The Temple of the Sun, 
for example, has a window that catches the sun on 
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the winter solstice every year, while Intimachay, 
‘cave of the sun’, has a Raiders of the Lost Ark-esque 
light show as the sun shines through a window the 
10 days before and after the summer solstice. 

Outside of the peak season of July and August, 
in early October, there are times when it feels like 
we have the place entirely to ourselves — apart 
from the llamas that amble carefree around the 
site, of course. There are, in fact, thousands of 
people visiting every day — in strict morning and 
afternoon timings. But I forget about the crowds 
during those moments when I want to pinch 
myself after spending 30 years waiting to recreate 
the picture I saw оп а cereal box as a child. 
peru.travel/en-uk incarail.com O 


HOW TO DOIT 


JOURNEY LATIN AMERICA offers a nine-day trip to Peru visiting 
Cusco, the Sacred Valley and Machu Picchu from £2,645 per 
person. The price includes flights, private transfers, private 
excursions, breakfast and first-class accommodation 
throughout including hotel Sol y Luna in the Sacred Valley. 
journeylatinamerica.co.uk 
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AUTHENTIC MEMORIES AND 


MEANINGFUL EXPERIENCES 


Deep in the Peruvian Amazon, Delfin Amazon Cruises will 
take you into one of the world's largest protected flooded 
forests, the Pacaya Samiria National Reserve. With a newly 
expanded fleet, Delfin offers three ship choices - the Delfin I 
with four oversized suites, the Delfin II with 14 suites, and the 
new Delfin III with 22 suites. On board, guests can enjoy 
exquisite Amazonian cuisine and personalized service, while 
voyages include constant wildlife spotting, visits to native 
villages, kayaking, paddle boarding, swimming near pink river 
dolphins, fishing, daytime hiking, and night safaris. 


Come discover where the mighty Amazon river gets formed, 
its rich biodiversity, and live the Delfin experience, where 
authenticity, sustainability and dedicated attention to detail 
will give you one of the most memorable journeys of your 
lifetime. 


Proud new member of the Relais & Cháteaux family as the 
only cruises company in their portafolio. 


RELAIS & 
CHATEAUX 


Visit us online for more information: 
www delfinamazoncruises.com 


Rwanda 


Live out your Dian Fossey dreams in the Virunga Mountains, 
where a close encounter with endangered mountain gorillas 
remains one of the world's ultimate wildlife experiences 


WORDS JAMES DRAVEN 


He's so close I can hear him breathe. He's less than 
two yards away, directly in front of me. I try to back 
away, but my escape route is blocked by a very 
small, very lucky group of tourists, using my body 
as a human shield while their shutters clatter over 
my shoulders. Looking down the lens of my own 
camera, I watch as his eyes sharply focus on me. 
His chest swells and I hold my breath. 

I’m hemmed in on all sides. To my right is a 


knotted tangle of jungle undergrowth, bamboo 
shoots and nettles that are somehow penetrating 
my hiking trousers. My legs prickle and itch, but 
it’s vitally important I keep still. 

To my left, a family of critically endangered 
mountain gorillas loll and laze in the grass, 
hugging each other, feeding their babies, chewing 


50 natgeotraveller.co.uk 


on sticks. They are the Susa family, a group of 
gorillas that were first habituated by the legendary 
conservationist Dian Fossey — a household name 
in Rwanda, but perhaps more famous in the West 
for being portrayed by Sigourney Weaver in the 
1988 film, Gorillas in the Mist. 

Talking of famous names, just a day earlier, I 
bumped into Sean Penn at Rwanda’s 13th annual 
Kwita Izina ceremony, where — inspired by the 
centuries-old Rwandan baby-naming tradition of 
the same title — honoured guests are invited to 
give monikers to the past season’s litter of baby 
gorillas, born throughout Volcanoes National Park 
in the Virunga Mountains. 

The actor was supposed to name a gorilla at the 
festival, but apparently cancelled at short notice, 


ABOVE: A male 
gorilla reclines 
in Volcanoes 
National Park 


IMAGE: GETTY 


and instead paced incongruously around a big field 


in rural Rwanda, smoking cigarettes with a stern 
look on his face: “I’m not a gorilla expert,” he told 
me, “50 I don't feel entitled to speak. I'm just here 
to take it all in." 

Iasked a couple ofthe locals, from the huge 
crowd of tens of thousands who had turned up to 
watch the ceremony, if they were excited to see an 
A-list Hollywood star up-close, wandering around 
a random paddock, but they insisted they'd never 
heard of him. In the wilds of Rwanda, even an 
Oscar-winning actor's name is little more than a 
jumble of vowels and consonants. 

Ican empathise: I struggled to keep track ofthe 
titles ofthis year's 19 baby gorillas, with unwieldy 
new names in a handful of African languages, 


like Mudahinyuka (Do Not Miss Me), Nsanganira 
(Meetings), and Ikoranabuhanga (Technology). 

Today, I’m not faring much better. At 7am I met 
my guide, Oliver, and my porter, Foster. If they've 
anglicised their names for the benefit of tourists, 
then I'm ashamed to say I'm grateful. 

My first sighting was of a 16-year-old female 
mountain gorilla, whose name I forgot just as 
soon as its final whispered syllable left Oliver's 
lips. Confronted with such rare beauty, such 
awesome power, such frailty, mere words mean 
nothing at all. 

To my left now is the alpha silverback, Kurira, 
lazing around amid a large group of gorillas, 
including a baby called Ulrqoraze, the twins, 
Byishimo and Impano, and their mother, 
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Gorillas inthe Virunga Mountains 


Nyabitondore. The scene looks like an afternoon 
at Woodstock. Further up the path, Loovomo is 
relaxing in a nest among the bushes, watching her 
baby, Inyange, who just received his name from 
Dr Olivier Nsengimana at yesterday's ceremony. 
Inyange, which means means ‘Moon’ or ‘Shining 
Light’, is clambering around and swinging 

on branches, much more like a chimp thana 
mountain gorilla. 

Just as we're about to leave, the monolithic 
inky mass that now sits not six feet in front of 
me, emerges from the encompassing verdure like 
a black hole, sucking the atmosphere from the 
enclosed forest and the air from our lungs. 

We're not supposed to get closer than 
seven or eight yards from the gorillas, and 
Oliver hisses for everyone to back up. But the 
group — transfixed by the photo opportunity 
offered by the gargantuan gorilla facing us 
— shuffles backwards in increments too tiny 
to be perceived by the naked eye, leaving me 
exposed at the front. 

With nowhere to retreat amid the tangle of 
undergrowth, and being used as a human wildlife 
hide by the other trekkers cowering behind 
me, I let my camera fall and hang around my 
neck and meet the gorilla's gaze in awe. 

Inan instant the young silverback is up on 
hislegs. Throwing his arms skyward and then 


HOW TODOIT 


RED SAVANNAH offers 
five nights in Rwanda 
from £5,225, including 
return flights with 
RwandAir from 
Gatwick to Kigali, 
gorilla trekking 
permits, Akagera 
National Park entry 
fees, and 4WD 
transport throughout. 
Only 96 permits are 
issued daily, with eight 
visitors to each of 12 
gorilla groups. 
rwandair.com 
redsavannah.com 
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Where else? 
The critically endangered 
mountain gorilla can only 
be visited in Rwanda, Uganda, 
and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. Outside ofthe parks that 
divide the Virunga Mountains, 
the other way to see them 
is in Uganda's Bwindi 
Impenetrable 
Forest. 


slamming his fists into the ground, he propels 
himself toward me, charging the short distance 
between us as my group scatters into the bushes. 

Imterrified for a moment, but hazily remember 
my training from very early this morning: I drop 
down to a crouch, hang my head towards the 
ground and let out a low, submissive call from my 
chest: "Doh-maa-oom, Ooh-maa-oom." 

Ican feel his weight against my back. I have 
visions of his hands encircling my head and 
plucking it from my spine like a grape from 
its stalk; І can feel his fur on my neck. And then 
allis still. 

A wide-eyed Oliver catches my eye from amid 
the dense jungle that envelops him, and from 
between gritted teeth, he spits: “Вип!” 

Isummon my courage, and glance over my 
shoulder to see silver fur against my back. 
Apparently satisfied with my deference, this 
massive gorilla is now sitting back-to-back, 
leaning up against me. 

At Oliver's insistence I flee, stumbling ahead 
up the mountain, away from my new friend. *He's 
a mischievous one,” says Oliver. “He’s a juvenile 
and he's always testing the boundaries,” he 
tells me as adrenaline and panic recedes and is 
replaced by wonderment. Then he diligently adds: 
"His name is Manzi." 

That's a name ГИ definitely remember. 


IMAGE: GETTY 


Since 1997 Volcanoes Safaris have been 
pioneers of gorilla tourism. 


Today Volcanoes Safaris is the leading luxury 
lodge company in Uganda and Rwanda. Our 

lodges give a unique insight into the world of 
the mountain gorilla and chimpanzee and the 
communities who live nearby. 


VOLCANOES Virunga Lodge | The Luxury Gorilla Experience in Rwanda 


p SW Mount Gahinga Lodge | The Batwa Culture, Gorilla and Hiking Lodge in Uganda 
ھ ر‎ Bwindi Lodge | The Jungle Gorilla Lodge in Uganda 
Kyambura Gorge Lodge | The Chimpanzee and Wildlife Lodge in Uganda 
CORY, 


SAFARIS volcanoessafaris.com | enquiriesevolcanoessafaris.com 


@ Fiji 
Take a deep dive off Fiji's 
Coral Coast for a technicolour 


adventure — no previous 
experience necessary 


WORDS MARK HENSHALL 


It's rush hour on Fiji's southern coast, but this is 
no ordinary commute. A school of pipefish ghost 
past us in perfect unison, their seahorse heads 
down and determined with purpose, their bodies 
lean and long. Purple and pink table coral acts 

as a junction where bright lemonpeel angelfish 
turn swiftly and fizz up past our masks, while 
blue iridescent South Seas Devil fish navigate 
into view and dart out of sight. I hover in the wild, 
multicoloured traffic in suspended disbelief. 

We're barely offshore, in less than 30ft of water; 
it's our first dive in Fiji and the currents are alive. 

I gasp for breath as I lift my head above the warm 
waters to feel the sunshine on my face, and a wave 
of excitement comes over me. We've come to Viti 
Levu, Fiji's largest island, hoping to experience the 
‘soft coral capital of the world’, but hadn't expected 
to see this much so soon. “Bula!” which is Fijian 
for hello, says a fisherman heading out to sea. 
"Welcome home!" I've never been here before, but 
I'm already willing to adopt the island. 

Our journey to the Coral Coast — a 50 mile stretch 
of coastline on Viti Levu's southern side — comes 
offthe back of a four-hour flight from Sydney and 
a couple of hours’ drive from the main airport in 
Nadi. We've been told that during the drier months 
(April-September) visibility underwater is optimum, 
currents are gentle and there's a chance to see more 
than 1,500 species of marine life. Still, I’m no diver, 
so what's it going to be like for a beginner? 

“You don't need no gear, relax. You're on Fiji time,” 
says Jo, one ofthe dive instructors at Hideaway 
Resort & Spa, with a wink and a smile. “You can dive, 
sure, but it's all here,” he says, waving a hand to the 
shallows under the big, blue skies. “Grab a snorkel, 
flippers, a T-shirt for the sun and you're good to go, 
lots to see!” Pm beginning see why Fijians are often 
called the happiest people on the planet. 

Before our dive, I get in the Fijian mood and 
lounge in a hammock by our traditional bure (wood 
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wife, I nb: 
pointing at a bicolour parr dancin; 
shafts of sunlight coming through the 
seems to change colour as we watch transfixed. 
I feel a change in my ears — the water pressure 
creates a new sensation — and it feels like 
I've entered a different world. The one above 
seems as far away as the country I just came 
from. I glide along and zone into checking 
off the species around me (clownfish, eclipse 
butterflyfish, threespot angelfish, moon wrasse), 
then coral (razor coral, blue coral), and then 
outlying oddities such as the blue sea star. I try 
to remember the unfamiliar Fijian fish names 
Tm learning: guru damu, tvi tivi, dreanu па vonu. 
The 100ft-plus visibility allows me to take some 
underwater shots to capture the vivid stripes, 
spots and abundance of reef life. The fish seem 
justas curious of me as Гат of them and zip 
along closely by my side, watching carefully. 
My friend Martin’s children join us — they're 
five and three. That's the beauty of this kind 
of resort diving — no hassle, zero gear, no 
qualifications and because we're close to the 
coast, we go several times today. On the beach, 
we watch the sunset with tired, salty eyes and 
Idevour fresh mangos, pawpaws, watermelon 
and pineapples bought from roadside stalls. 
That night we watch the legendary firewalkers 
of nearby island Веда and I’m sure I can see the 
shapes of angelfish swirling in the rising flames. 
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TRAVELBAG has seven 
nights at Hideaway 
Resort & Spa, B&B, 
with British Airways |. , 
flights from £1,329 . 
per person, based on 
two people. fiji.travel 
travelbag.co.uk 


Fiji Airways connects 
with flights from Hong 
Kong, Australia, New 
Zealand, Hawaii, Los 
Angeles, Singapore 
and Japan. Korean Air 
also offers flights via 
Seoul. koreanair.com 
fijiairways.com 
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DIVER'S CHECKLIST 


2 


CLOWNFISH 
Yes, the Finding Nemo ones. 
Clownfish or anemonefish, so called 
for the sea anemones where they 
make their home. Striking orange, 
yellow and reddish colours with 
white bars and clear black outlines. 


ECLIPSE 
BUTTERFLYFISH 
A yellow fish also known as 
Bennett's butterflyfish or the 
bluelashed butterflyfish. It's 
instantly recognisable with a black 
(eclipse) spot in its middle and a 
black band near its head. 


BICOLOUR PARROTFISH 
The bicolour parrotfish, with its 
purple and blue patches, is one of 
the most luminescent fish in the 
sea. Most species are sequential 
hermaphrodites, starting life as 
females before becoming males. 


MOON WRASSE 
The moon description refers to the 
wrasse's tail — the bright yellow 
of a crescent moon on its caudal 
fin. Its body is green with distinctly 
marked scales and its head has a 
chequered pattern from pink and 
magenta to blue. 


PIPEFISH 
Long, thin and around 35-40cm, 
with tiny, toothless mouths, 

pipefish look a bit like straight- 
bodied seahorses. Some are zebra 

stripped with black rings down 
their bodies, while others appear 
more translucent. When schooling, 
their svelte profiles together are а 


Unter rtr, eeu Lhe wonder to behold. 


CHROMODORIS ANNAE 
A sea slug may sound unappealing, 
but this species is an extraordinarily 
coloured nudibranch — a soft- 
bodied, elongated mollusc with 
'skirts' in brilliant blue, black and 
yellows. The colours and lines can 
vary greatly from specimen to 
specimen but its radiance dancing in 
the corals currents is mesmerising. 
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COTSWOLD TOURS.‏ سب 
LUXURY CHAUFFERED GUIDED TOURS‏ 


FOR UP TO 7 PEOPLE 


Let Best Cotswold Tours describe and take you to the beautiful and 
quintessential English countryside that is the Cotswolds. Gain an insight into 
everyday Cotswold Life. Each tour is tailored to your own requirements and 

will be at your speed. The aim is to have a relaxing and memorable day. 


0 f 0 


E:bookmark@bestcotswoldtours.co.uk 
T:+44 (0)755 755 0893 


www.bestcotswoldtours.co.uk 


Porters Farm, Wyck Rissington, Bourton on the Water Glos GL54 2PN 


IMAGE: GETTY 


* Petra 


The high walls of the narrow gorge, known as the Siq, twist and turn for 
nearly a mile. Follow them to a darkened vent for a glimpse — just a few 
columns and an ornate canopy — ofthe magnificent 2,000-year-old 
Treasury. Step out into the open for a full frontal of the famous facade 
carved into solid rock. Petra is more than the Treasury though; the city 
was built by the Nabateans, who arrived around 6BC, and over the next 
500 years developed it into a crucial trading base. The Nabateans' skill in 
water management enabled them to flourish in this harsh desert region. 
Today, much of Petra still lies beneath the sand and archaeological digs 
continue — over 500 tombs have been discovered and shards of ancient 
pottery glint in the sun along the path from the High Place of Sacrifice. 


There are few places on earth where history surrounds you so completely. 


- 
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РЕТВА 


OLITTLEPETRA 
Hop in a cab or walk the five miles from 
Wadi Musa to these Nabatean tombs. 
This site is often dubbed Little Petra, 
although Siq al-Barid — its Arabic 
name — actually means ‘cold canyon’. 
Once there, wander along the rock- 
hewn buildings on both sides of the 

: 1,150ft-long canyon and up the stairs 
0 MONASTERY thatlead to many ofthe tombs. In the 
On a hot day, the climb tothe Monastery X Painted House, there's evidence of the 
can be arduous — there are around 800 decorated interiors that have withstood 
steps — although there are plenty of the passage of time. 
opportunities to pause en route to buy 
а cool drink from Bedouin stallholders. 
The hike, or donkey ride, is worth it, 
however, when you see the stunning 
facade; it's best admired from the terrace 
ofa cafe opposite. Consider going later in 
the afternoon as well when the steps are 
mainly in shade but the sun bathes the 
front of the Monastery in a glorious light. _ 


© THEATRE 
m. um ў Ra - A As many as 8,500 spectators could 
А) | s| bancaire АТ Г. be accommodated in what's still 
H ; ! : one of Petra's most impressive sites. 
Most of the massive multi-tiered 
Hellenistic theatre was carved out of 
the mountainside by the Nabateans 
more than 2,000 years ago, and was 
subsequently expanded by the Romans. 
The theatre was badly damaged by an 
` earthquake in the middle of the fourth 
century and parts of it were used to 
build other structures around Petra. 
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Nearthe Street of Facades, look for 

the signposted steps for this dramatic 
walk (about 45 minutes) to a striking 
panorama some 550ft above the valley. 
The 20ft-tall obelisks that stand here, 
dedicated to the gods Dushara and AI- 
*Uzza, are all the more remarkable when 
you consider the ground around them 
has been systematically chiselled away. 
Experts can't agree exactly who or what 


was sacrificed here, but your imagination 


can probably fill in the blanks. 


PRENDE? 


т.2077 
gTREE e° 
© e 


Carved deep into the rock face, Al- 
Khazneh — as it's known in Arabic 

— towers some 130ft high, and if people 
associate one thing with Petra, it's often 
this photogenic temple. Consequently, 
it's also the most crowded, although 
you'd have to be rather un-Zen not to 
revel in the magical circus around you. 
At night, attend Petra by candlelight, 
when the path through the Siq is 


At peak times, a small army of tourists 
pours through this crackin the rock | 
that leads to the Treasury. This isn’t a 
chasm, although you could be forgiven 
for thinking so — it’s a tectonic split 
only 6.5ft wide and, in places, up to 650ft 
high. Watch as the minerals in the walls 
change colour as the sunlight hits them. 
In some places, you can see the original 
Nabatean water channels as well as 
niches that were carved to hold figures 
ofthe god Dushara. 


spectacularly illuminated with tea lights. 


ESSENTIALS 


COX AND KINGS has a seven-night escorted tour of Jordan 
that visits Petra, from £1,445 per person, which includes 
flights, transfers, excursions and B&B accommodation. Royal 
Jordanian and British Airways fly daily from Heathrow to 
Amman. coxandkings.co.uk rj.com ba.com visitjordan.com 
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ITALY 


з Naples 


The best place to learn the art of slinging la bella pizza is 
atthe source — head to this Italian metropolis to master 
this classic Italian dish with local pizzaiolos 


WORDS NATALIE PARIS 


From beneath the spinning dough, 
Rosario winks at me, his disc elastic 
and expanding in a whir of fingertips. 
Last December, UNESCO awarded pizza 
making in Naples World Heritage status 
and I'm beginning to appreciate why. 

Not that the heritage committee 
would recognise anything about my 
attempt at twirling dough. I stretch it 
with one hand, then flip it across to the 
other, spinning it slightly whenItoss 
it back. Slap, slap, slap, flop; it folds 
in half. My pizzaiolo tells me it takes 
passion to make pizza — I have that of a 
limp anchovy. 

Naples is where the Margherita was 
invented in 1889 and so, fed up ofthe 
tasteless, bloating pizzas I make at 
home, I'm at a Pizza Experience class at 
Pizzeria al 22 in Naples led by pizzaiolos 
qualified in teaching this centuries-old 
art. The class begins calmly. Giovanni, 
one of my two maestros, shows me how 
to make the dough, swirling the flour 
and other dry ingredients into a bowl 
of water and squashing out lumps. I 
then work at kneading the mixture. On 
the wall are ageing photos of Giovanni 
with his grandfather, who started this 
pizzeria in 1935 and who he began 
helping after school. “A pizzeria is a very 
happy place to work,” he tells me, as his 
staff dance to the radio in the kitchen. 

A magician with a well-floured 
bench, Giovanni's next trick involves 
separating the dough into individual 
pies by stuffing a portion of it into his 
partly closed fist. As he tightens his 
fingers, the excess dough balloons out 
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above his thumb. He gives this a gentle 
twist and — pop — is left holding the 
smoothest, most perfectly formed 
sphere of dough. I practise while the 
wood-fired oven fizzes and crackles 
behind us. “It’s relaxing, right?" 
Giovanni smiles. “In the pizzeria you 
can live a long life." 

Rosario, my other maestro, then lets 
me have a go at stretching and spinning 
one of these balls. Inevitably, my effort 
collapses in a puff of flour, but it's nota 
disaster. We squish it back into shape 
and dress it with fresh ingredients 
— tomatoes from Vesuvius, hard cheese, 
mozzarella, basil, oil. Finally, we slide 
my creation on to a long-armed peel 
(shovel-like tool) and shimmy it into 
position alongside the blazing logs. 

The spell cast by the gentle rhythms 
ofthe past couple of hours is broken. 
Strictly, Neapolitan pizzas should only 
spend 60-90 seconds in the oven. No 
one speaks as we watch the cheese 
bubble. I lean towards it and almost 
get my head whacked by the end of 
Rosario’s peel. “Look out! The baker has 
right of way!” he laughs as he shunts the 
shovel quickly in and out again. 

Mere seconds later, the room is 
filled with the aromas of tomato, 
basil and sweet malty bread, and I’m 
presented with a Margherita that I 
would genuinely pay money to eat. I 
fold a hot, oozing corner into my mouth 
and smile, a little oil dribbling down 
my chin. If I can recreate this at home 
there's a chance Г never eat anything 
else again. O 


HOW TODOIT 


EasyJet has daily 
flights into Naples 
from Stansted, Luton 
and Gatwick. Stay at 
Eurostars Hotel 
Excelsior, with sea 
views and doubles 
from €90 (£78) a night, 
room only. A Pizza 
Experience class takes 
four hours, costs €88 
and includes pizza and 
a drink. Franco Pepe's 
restaurant Pepe in 
Grani is in Caiazzo, 

a 50-minute drive 
from Naples. 
pizzaexperience.it 
pepeingrani.it 
pizzanapoletana.org 


MAKEIT AT HOME 


MARGHERITA 


(Serves four) 


INGREDIENTS 

1 litre of water 

25g salt 

1.5g fresh yeast 

850g type 00 flour 
250g peeled tomatoes 
2g salt 

150g mozzarella 

7g extra virgin olive oil 
Basil leaves 


METHOD 
1 Pour the water into 
a bowl, then add 
the salt 
2 Dissolve the salt, add 


a small amount of flour 
and mix 

3 Add the yeast and mix 
until it has dissolved 

4 Add the flour and knead 
for 15-20 minutes 

5 Leave to rise for at least 
eight hours at room 
temperature, covered by 
a damp cotton cloth 

6 Once the dough has 
doubled, spread evenly 
on to a greased tray 

7 Add the topping 

8 Bake at 250C for 25 
minutes until golden 


ITALY 


ОСА 


Franco Pepe, pizzaiolo, 
Pepe in Grani 


WHY 15 PIZZA SO POPULAR ACROSS 
THEWORLD? 

Because it's easy to reproduce. 
First, it was a very cheap dish. 

It was the food of the people, 

not so much of the poor. Today, 
however, it has become a food that 
can satisfy even the finest, most 
gourmet palates. There has been a 
great evolution of pizza, especially 
in terms of quality. 


YOURPIZZA WAS VOTED THE 
WORLD'S BEST IN THEWHERE 

TO EAT PIZZA GUIDE — WHAT IS 
SPECIAL ABOUT IT? 

Part of our work is scientific. My 
bread base is very digestible 
because | use a blend of my 
own 00 flour that | came to after 
lots of research. | also try and 
create different perceptions 

for customers, such as with my 
dessert pizza, for which | use 
apricot jam and add powdered 
olives that have been dehydrated 
in the oven. 


YOU CHAMPION LOCAL PRODUCERS 
AND TRADITIONAL NEAPOLITAN 
PIZZAS THAT ONLY USE SPECIFIC 
LOCAL INGREDIENTS. WHY? 

About 70% of my menu uses 
products from my territory. With 
the farmers and workers here we've 
created a micro-economy. | want to 
show what's great about the Alto 
Casertano area, with onions from 
Alife, local oil, the Caiazzana olive, 
black pork from Caserta, Romano 
cheese and local mozzarella. 


WHY DO YOU STILL PREPARE 
DOUGH THE TRADITIONAL WAY, 
BY HAND? 

We have five people in my pizzeria 
dedicated to kneading dough. It's 
all about sensory perception. By 
touch, they can understand the 
temperature, the malleability, the 
gluten level, the elasticity. Some 
people use machines for kneading 
but they are an imposed force. 
They don't listen to the dough. A 
machine doesn't have the same 
experience as my hands. The dough 
is alive. By feeling it they know 
exactly what needs to be done. 
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Chalet Mi A W 


mountain 

summer 
24.06. – 14.07.18 
26.08. – 09.09.18 


(۷ 7 nights starting from 
BN, €1.275.-/person Д 


MY PRIVATE LUXURY HOME 


THE SPIRIT OF MERAN BERGVILLEN 


Hotspot: Absolutely fantastic, quiet panoramic location with spectacular views. BY CHALET MIRABELL 
Awarded as excellent with the Wellness Heaven Award in the category „Location“! New 2018 


Private luxury villas with pool 
For family & friends 


The excellent kulinarium delights of the Mirabell cuisine are among the best 
in the country and have also been recognized with an award with the , Gourmet" 
Seal from BELVITA. 


The gigantic premium spa with its 6.000 за m offers wellness at its finest ОИ 
with numerous cuddly areas, saunas and bathing possibilities. 


NEW! 25 m Sunset Relax Pool - only for adults 


The 5 star hotspot near Meran / South Tyrol 


Hotel Chalet Mirabell ***** | Family Reiterer | 39010 Hafling near Meran | FalzebenstraBe 112 
South Tyrol, Italy | Tel: +39 0473 27 93 00 | info@residence-mirabell.com | www.residence-mirabell.com 


I'm swamped in familiarity. Although I’ve never 
19 re a t a been to the Great Wall of China, it's so entrenched 
in my mind's eye that I can almost feel its rough 


e stone at my fingertips as I set off on the 50-mile 
drive north from the centre of Beijing. Every 

of C h | n a photo I’ve seen, every news clip I've watched of 
this ancient ribbon of brick stretching across 


' —— š the green of the Yan Mountains seems to be 
A first encounter with China's iconic landmark coalescing into a concentrated mass of imagery 


*» doesn't disappoint. It's every bitas epic as one that grows in my imagination. 


2 would expect, yet it also reveals a dark past and When the Wall does inal резкое 
A pect y р horizon, amid the furrows and farms that 


surround China's colossal capital, there's a rush of 
recognition, seasoned with awe, as if I’m spying a 
celebrity I admire across a crowded room. It will 
remain with me for the rest of the week. 

“Is it what you were expecting?" Michael 
Guan asks. A guide with a remarkable flair for 
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GREAT WALL OF CHINA 


the English language and Chinese history, he's 
been leading our conversation, peppering it with 
facts and figures relating to the landmark — for 
instance, that feudal lords were piling high such 
barriers as early as the eighth century BC; that the 
Great Wall dates, in sections, to this era but didn't 
become an unbroken line until 210 BC under Qin 
Shi Huang, the first emperor, who created it to 
fence off his territory from the Xiongnu nomads 
to the north in what's now Mongolia; that the 
most photogenic segments of the Wall, as seen in 
the 21st century, are largely the work of the Ming 
dynasty (1368-1644) and therefore old, but not 

as old as you'd assume. I mull over his question 
before answering, "Yes and по”. I try to explain 
that it’s exactly what I was expecting, but that I’m 
astounded all the same. He gives me a look that 
seems to say, simply: ‘Good. This is as it should be.’ 

This is the Mutianyu strip of the fortification. 
And today, it’s all but deserted. Partly, this is 
because I’m here on a Tuesday in the maw of 
the Chinese winter, which gnaws my hands 
through my gloves. It’s also because there are 
other slices of the Wall closer to the city (such 
as Juyongguan and Badaling). As I look around, 

I can see, at most, 30 other visitors — around 
2,970 fewer than Га been anticipating — and my 
amazement increases. 

So we go up, slowly — it’s so steep we need to 
catch a shuttle bus and then a cable-car from the 
ticket booths. And suddenly, there we are. Under 
it, in its shadow, then on its walkway, strolling. 
Michael outlines further details (the granite 
foundations, two millennia in age; the brickwork 
on top added by the Ming emperors) while 
discussing the Wall’s dark side (“It’s the planet’s 
longest tomb. As many as one million labourers 
may have died making the Qin structure.”). 

We wander for two hours, our progress hindered 
half by my urge to halt for every photograph-worthy 
angle (there are many), half by а gradient that I won't 
notice until it's aching in my legs later in the day. 
And ۲11 not emerge from my stupor of admiration 
until we're leaving, and I decide to descend via 
quirky Mutianyu's tobogganrun — a child-friendly 
treat that speeds me downhill on a half-mile metal 
track. It's a silly way to end an encounter that's 
made such an impression, but as I race around the 
corners, the wheels on my plastic sledge squeaking, 
I gaze back at the Wall — and realise with a laugh 
that visiting this A-list historical star doesn’t have 
to bea straight-laced experience. O 


ESSENTIALS 


COX & KINGS offers a four-night stay at The Peninsula Beijing 
from £1,595 per person, including flights. A half-day trip to 
the Wall at Mutianyu is also available, with an evening food 
tour of Beijing, for £95 per person. beijing.peninsula.com 
coxandkings.co.uk 
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BEST OF THE WALL 


MUTIANYU 

BEST FOR: 

THECLASSIC IMAGE 

The joy ofthe Mutianyu 
section is that it’s just a two- 
hour drive from Beijing and 
isn’t heaving with visitors. It 
also grants a prime snapshot 
of the Wall’s magnificence. 
Sixth century in origin, it 
owes its strong shoulders 

to the Ming emperors 

— and to a significant phase 
of construction in the 16th 
century. Recent preservation 
efforts have seen itbecome 
the poster child for the 
structure. Watchtowers are 
dotted along it — 22 in under 
two miles — like periscopes 
on a fleet of submarines. 


BADALING 

BEST FOR: SELFIES 
Ming-built in about 1505, 
Badaling (45 miles north- 
west of Beijing) is the most 
recognisable section ofthe 
Wall, receiving more tourist 
footfall than any other — on 
weekends, you'll find a forest 
of selfie-sticks and Instagram 
smiles. It's been the backdrop 
to state visits by the likes 

of Nixon, Thatcher, Reagan 
and Gorbachev, and this 
section's grandiosity was 
harnessed for the cycling road 
race and a TV audience of 
billions at the 2008 Olympics. 
Soaringto a lofty 3,330ft, its 
physical presence matches its 
celebrated status. 


` 


SIMATAI 

BEST FOR: 

VERTIGO VIEWS 

Forge ninety miles north east 
of Beijing for this four-mile 
section of brickwork. It was 
crafted under the Northern 
Qi dynasty (550-577), 

then repointed under Zhu 
Yuanzhang, the first of the 
Ming emperors. It clings to 
cliffs and sheer drops, probing 
the nerves of those who 

dare to tiptoe upon it. The 
‘Heavenly Ladder’ is a special 
test of courage, ascending to 
a watchtower at an angle of 
approximately 60 degrees, 
and yet just half a metre 
wide at its narrowest point. 
Willpower required. 


JIANKOU 

BEST FOR: EXPLORERS 
Sixty-five miles north of 
Beijing, but just six miles 
from Mutianyu, Jiankou was 
hewn at the start of Ming 
rule (in the late 14th century) 
and has never been restored. 
Ramshackle in parts, all but 
impassable in others, you 
need a local guide to make the 
most of an afternoon here. 
You can hike around 12 miles 
of the structure, through 
whispering forests and 
along ridges. The highlight, 
perhaps, is the ‘Beijing 
Knot’, where three individual 
strands of the Wall intersect 
at what is Jiankou’s most 
northwesterly tower. 


JINSHANLING 

BEST FOR: HALF-AND-HALF 
PERSPECTIVE 

Just west of Simatai, the 
Jinshanling section of 

the Wall is another Ming 
marvel, complete with 70 
watchtowers that have 

been partially restored. It 
demonstrates what happened 
to the Wall once the Ming era 
ended and the Qing dynasty 
(1644-1912) had swept to 
power. These conquerors 
had less need for bricks- 
and-mortar defences — and 
the Wall gradually fell into 
disrepair. This can be seen 

in crumbling portions of 
Jinshanling’s length and 
blocked off routes. 


GREAT WALL OF CHINA 


, The Great Wall at 

Mutianyuxnear Beijing) 
amen PREVIOUS PAGE: 
$ 5 ginshanling section оѓ“ 
j the Great Wall 


JUYONGGUAN 

BEST FOR: DESIGN 

Just 38 miles north of Beijing, 
this is the nearest stretch of 
Wall to Beijing. Its proximity 
to the seat of power meant 
Juyongguan came to be 
adorned with elements that 
weren't strictly military. Chief 
among these is the ‘Cloud 
Platform’, a block of masonry 
coated in delicate carvings 
that once provided the base 
to a trio of Buddhist stupas. 
Unusually, it’s not a legacy of 
Ming might, but a throwback 
to the preceding Yuan dynasty 
of Mongolian warlords (it was 
built between 1342 and 1345 
under China’s last Yuan ruler, 
Emperor Huizong). 
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Christ the 
Redeemer 


After nine years of construction, this colossal 
125ft soapstone statue of Jesus Christ towers 
above Rio de Janeiro for the first time sans- 
scaffolding in this image dating back to 12 
October 1931. Before lifts were added in 2003, 
tourists climbed more than 200 steps to reach 
the base of the holy structure. As the world’s 
largest art deco sculpture, it welcomes nearly 
two million visitors every year, including, just 
recently, Red Bull wingsuit skydiver Carlos 
Briceno, who flew to within handshaking 


distance of the beatific Brazilian "A 4 


IMAGE: GETTY 


Hiking. Biking. Relaxing. 


Discover more on www.nendaz.ch 


